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> Pedestrians waiting 
on Commissioner Street at the 
entrance to the Johannesburg 
Central Police Station.
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Introduction
The experience of inner-city Johannesburg, when 
viewed from the M1, engenders a feeling of curiosity 
and interest in the spectator. The freeway is a zone 
of rapid movement, a roller coaster passing through 
a theme park. You can exit the machine, but very few 
choose to, very few have reason to. The inner-city of 
Johannesburg has faced rapid economic decline in 
the face of decentralisation, growing crime and the 
breakdown of effective urban services. The inner-city 
is no longer the CBD, but a historical core, a place of 
memory, experience, and significance. 
“More buildings in the central part of the City of Gold 
have been erected, demolished and replaced with even 
bigger and supposedly better buildings than anywhere 
in Africa” (Beavon 2004: xvii).
The city has undergone constant change since its first 
settlement; the drive of speculative investment shaped 
its urbanity. Rapid change, periods of boom, divisive 
legislation and eras of decline drastically altered the 
shape and character of the city. Throughout it all, 
a few communities in the city managed to maintain 
their historical identities, retain an entitlement to their 
cultural centres.
Ferreirasdorp in the south west quadrant of the 
inner-city is one such place, where a community of 
varied cultural backgrounds historically exists. It’s 
experience is shaped by the constant tensions placed 
on the city since the site played host to the city’s 
largest mining camp in 1886 (Van Der Waal 1987: 2). 
Today it remains, as it has for at least a century, home 
to a community of traditionally Chinese and Indian 
origin. Commissioner Street forms the main arterial 
connection of the site into central Johannesburg, 
and it is along this street that both communities have 
managed to grow, exist and change. A commercially 
quiet area, of fast traffic and slowly meandering 
residents.
The infamous John Vorster Police Station (renamed 
Johannesburg Central Police Station) (JCPS), an 
international symbol of apartheid brutality, flanks the 
western extent of Ferreirasdorp. An exclamation point 
at the end of the road, a shadow. When approaching 
this western edge of the city on Commissioner Street, 
you immediately experience the defiant, planar facade 
of the JCPS rising ahead of you; its large vertical 
language obtrusively blocks the road. A massive fence 
defines its urbanity. A fence which slices a perimeter 
around a site still demarcated in absolute urban 
isolation as a farm portion of the original Turffontein. 
Upon closer inspection of the defiant road block, you 
might begin to notice a stream of cars driving through 
its fourth floor; this provides a clue to the structure’s 
modernist transparency, and its abrasive relationship to 
the violent, roaring horizontal bands of the M1 freeway. 
As you round the corner, Commissioner becomes Main 
Reef Road, and the warehouse industries of southern 
Fordsburg densely pack the landscape. The freeway 
dissects your view, while the police station towers 
above you. The city dissolves, at the point where these 
two forms nearly meet, into a bizarre abstracted reality, 
where speed, fumes, noise and mechanical violence 
slip past a static, terrified building. It couldn’t escape 
the friction of the three levelled machine, so it grew a 
tough outer skin, a fragmented attempt to exclude the 
madness of the city, or an opportunity to conceal the 
historical madness within. A mechanical office block 
built to streamline apartheid power and influence.
The modernist, insular nature of the building is the first 
major conflict of the site, its disconnected relationship 
to the street contradicts the entire urban environment 
surrounding it. Densely packed multi-storey shopping 
and residential units, many of a courtyard format, 
embrace the street, for the street functions as the 
Driving south on the M1 freeway, the opposite traffic 
disappears beneath you as the aging concrete 
monoliths of the Johannesburg skyline outline your 
eastern horizon. You notice the Nelson Mandela 
Bridge arching across a field of grey, reflective railway 
carriages, swallowed by the gaping mouth of the low, 
long station. Your speed intensifies as you pass the 
mangled industrial buildings to your right. The Diamond 
building appears aged, unwashed, as it reflects the low, 
disparate clouds above. The expansive roof of Museum 
Africa branches outwards, followed by the scorched 
concrete of Mary Fitzgerald Square. A tall building 
insults your vista; it’s always been visible. Its blank 
facade ripples in the sunlight. You try to look in as you 
pass it, curious about what it conceals. Concrete wall. A 
glimpse into a transparent passage way. Concrete wall. 
Commissioner Street. Top Star drive-in. Yellow soil.     
8
> Aerial photograph of 
the south-western quadrant of 
Johannesburg’s inner city.
9
>  A common experience 
of the Johannesburg Central 
Police Station, passing it on the 
M highway.
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The complexity of the environment has focused this 
analysis towards a means in which to understand, 
document and reinterpret the layered landscape of the 
place. It aims to uncover invisible urban forces in an 
attempt to understand an immensely rich and charged 
site, and its entwined matrix of control, movement, 
connection, reciprocity, difference and conflict. This 
thesis will attempt to feed off this network, extracting 
from it, reinterpreting it, rewiring it. Raoul Bunschoten 
has named the lines of emotion and memory, which are 
discovered in this way, proto-urban conditions (1998: 
22). They become markers to inform and support the 
design process.
Can a historically troubled and tainted police service re-
represent itself in modern South Africa? Can a greater 
community and a disconnected police-station unite 
and exist symbiotically? How can a newly interpreted 
police station understand and contribute meaningfully 
to Ferreirasdorp? 
The aim is to surgically reconfigure the building, 
implanting into it a new and foreign dynamic - the 
greater public - fostering an inhabitation of the shadow, 
an acknowledgement of the past, a woven future, a 
preventative transparency.
“The throat was removed. The animal was a panther, 
but a grey panther that had been covered in black 
printer’s ink. The black ink was mixing with the red 
blood and the white snow, which reminded the Police 
Chief of a modern painting he had once seen a long 
time ago in Leningrad. He began to cry until his face 
was covered in a thin sheet of ice.” (Hejduk 1989: 70)
major social and economic spine along which life has 
always occurred. The city as an organ seems to have 
responded negatively to this foreign object, as its 
urban form rapidly and obviously changes as it nears 
the police station. In an area of high occupancy, and 
generally acceptable upkeep, three buildings have 
fallen into complete disrepair and have subsequently 
been occupied by squatters. They directly border 
the JCPS. This relationship seems to resemble 
an urban disjuncture: the void between modernist 
detachment and urban Johannesburg forms dead 
spaces of occupation for a removed and semi-transient 
community.
Further urban irregularities emerge, as you discover a 
completely under-utilised and unkempt police sports 
facility consisting of a swimming pool, tennis courts 
and a bowling green, which remains inaccessible to an 
inner city- community and Madrasa a block away. 
It is the Chinese community, however, that lends 
Ferreirasdorp a greater identity. This is Johannesburg’s 
original China town, a place of memory and association 
for many Chinese people. This community, like that of 
the Indian people and Orient House, also centres itself 
on a few key buildings, with the Transvaal Chinese 
United Club functioning as a cultural nexus. Like the 
JCPS for the local police these iconic buildings anchor 
these varied communities to the site, bases for external 
affiliations and connections. 
This Ferreirasdorp site is a place of intense, multi-
dimensional layering, historically, spatially, socially 
and experientially: a centre of traumatic memory and 
association, a struggling new police service and a 
struggling old community; a modernist imposition, 
requiring a new interpretation in a greater theoretical 
context of connection and hybridity. 
0 - 
> Chinese New Year 
celebrations on Commissioner 
Street, in the shadow of the 
police station.
“The more attempts made to devise a transparent 
architecture, an architecture devoid of shadow, the 
more powerfully the need for a shadowed architecture 
manifests itself.” (Bakaert 1988: 39)

Outline
Outline
notion of the network, in a web of integration, which 
constitutes a ‘tentacular’ (Ellin 2006: 121) investigation 
and urbanism.
The focus of this process will be the Johannesburg 
Central Police Station (in the context of its needs, 
history, legacy and urbanity), the Johannesburg Inner-
City Regeneration Charter, the surrounding community, 
and personal insight.
ii) The history of Ferreirasdorp and the JCPS is then 
explored in order to produce a greater understanding of 
the inherent forces and historical tensions of the area. 
It serves as a precursor to the greater theoretical angle 
which is taken in the third part of the process.
iii) Here a design manifesto is established. A response 
to current architectural theories is created and adapted 
as an approach to design. Ideas around the network 
of flows, emotive urban traces, landscape, and space 
and time are discussed in an attempt to strengthen an 
architectural approach.
iv) An attempt is then made to unlock the hidden forces 
at play in Ferreirasdorp, through a mapping process 
which analyses the subliminal urban forces and traces      
which form and guide Ferreirasdorp today. 
v) The theoretical argument, the mapping outcomes 
and the initial police / city brief are combined into a 
design outline which guides the development and 
origination of the final architectural intervention.
vi) Finally a retrospective assessment of the entire 
process is discussed in relation to creating a universal 
design model, and a conceptual framework for new 
police station design.
Architecture exists in the constant interplay between 
opposites: space and solid, light and shadow, public 
and private, fast and slow, new and old. Similarly, 
architecture exists as a tool of cultural expression, an 
embodiment of distinct lifestyles, societies and ideals. 
Buildings, like natural features, are claimed by those 
who have control over their contexts. So architecture 
is easily reshaped, reinterpreted - its symbols re-
established. If the building so powerfully represents 
a community or ideal it may often be destroyed by 
a successor in an attempt to remove cultural or 
ideological icons.
i) Here, in responding to a police station with heavy 
political and social baggage, the solution seeks to 
reject demolition as an option for reinterpreting the 
building in a changed, contemporary Johannesburg. 
Rather, the process to be described is grounded in the 
2
> Police at the 
Commissioner Street Chinese 
New Year celebrations in 
February 2008.
 “The system, stretching across the departments of Safety and Security, Justice 
and Correctional Services, has never been a unified one. The links between the 
various departments are weak and the involvement of other departments such 
as Welfare, National Education and Health - that have to play key roles in the 
prevention of crime - is minimal.” (Shaw 1996)

Police brief Performance” crime and unemployment are the only 
two of 23 critical service delivery areas which have 
consistently achieved less then a ‘pass mark’ since 
2000 (Harris and Hammond 2007).
The constitution outlines a mission for the SAPS, nine 
responsibilities which the service is expected to fulfil. 
These are to
• Prevent, combat and investigate crime,
• Maintain public order,
• Protect and secure the inhabitants of the Republic 
  and their property,
• Uphold and enforce the law,
• Create a safe and secure environment for all people
  in South Africa,
• Prevent anything that may threaten the safety or
  security of any community,
• Investigate any crimes that threaten the safety or
  security of any community,
• Ensure criminals are brought to justice, and
• Participate in efforts to address the causes of crime.
(South Africa 1996: 1331)
It is in the achievement of these clear responsibilities 
that the SAPS notoriously fails. As a new institution, 
only 13 years old, the service has had to face 
rampant crime and disorder, while trying to readdress 
the imbalances which exist in the service, and its 
troublesome apartheid legacy. 
The Johannesburg Central Police Station (JCPS) is 
a strong visual manifestation of the varied, complex 
tensions alive in the SAPS. Here a new, stumbling calf 
of a service occupies an international icon of apartheid 
injustice. The new service uses the same offices, the 
same filing rooms, the same lifts as the old force. The 
memory of the John Vorster Police Station undoubtedly 
remains. This site is therefore a suitable petri-dish to 
incubate the growth of a new police station structure. 
In an interview with Jenny Naidoo, the Support 
Services director of the JCPS, she advised that a 
number of improvements needed to be made.
In a police station with a growing focus on quality 
customer services, the director would like that 
experience enhanced through better parking facilities, 
better access and a generally improved, modernised 
environment (Naidoo 2008). The fenced off square 
at the base of the building is seen as a great asset 
which should it be opened up to the public to create a 
viable inner-city public space, possibly part of a greater 
policing precinct, which connects to the nearby courts, 
facilitates pedestrian movement, and softens the hard 
concrete surfaces of Ferreirasdorp (Naidoo 2008).
The building needs adequate wheelchair access, and 
clearly demarcated, well lit routes. A calm, private 
space for trauma victims and those reporting sensitive 
crimes would be desirable, together with a better 
functioning counselling service, and a greater focus on 
customer relations skills in the service (Naidoo 2008). 
A better ‘client’ experience essentially equates with a 
more efficient police service. 
The apartheid legacy does, however, continue to 
hamper operations in the building as, according to the 
director, some community members refuse to attend 
consultative meetings at the facility, complicating police 
organisation and resources (Naidoo 2008). It is for this 
reason that Naidoo feels the face of the building has 
to change: the inside has drastically moved on from a 
force to a service, but the exterior remains the iconic 
John Vorster Police Station. 
“...(there’s) certainly a lot more light, there’s music 
going... then it was terribly sombre... very serious... 
very terrifying.” Catherine Hunter, former apartheid 
detainee (SAHA 2008)
The South African Police Service (SAPS) has 
endured a long struggle since the end of apartheid 
in establishing itself as a respectable, trustworthy, 
responsible public service. Its major image over hall 
has been in visible policing - the police as part of 
the community, fighting crime together (Shaw 1996). 
Shaw notes that the step towards a community based 
police service was also important in reshaping the 
ethos of the individual police officer. Despite this highly 
publicised focus of the SAPS, it has effectively failed in 
significantly reducing the high levels of crime affecting 
South Africa. Its perception by the public is thus of a 
declining, ineffective public service, with public trust in 
the organisation dropping to a ten year low of 39% at 
the end of 2007 (Roberts 2008).
In a 2007 Markinor survey entitled “The Crime Issue in
South Africa: Public Views of Safety and Government
Police brief
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> A dilapidated building 
on the corner of Commissioner 
Street and Miriam Makeba Street.

> West view down 
Commissioner Street with the 
Transvaal Chinese United Club, 
clad in  facebrick, and the United 
Chinese Club Mansions with blue 
tile cladding, in the distance.
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City brief The charter continues by outlining various areas in the 
inner city and various organisational structures which 
require reassessment and improvement. In summary 
important inner city needs include:
• Sports and outdoor recreation space,
• Child care facilities,
• Health facilities,
• Library facilities,
• Iconic public places,
• Increased residential density,
• Social facilities, and
• Visible community based policing (COJ 2007).
It is with this charter in mind that all developments in 
the inner city should be carried out, and with which 
any architectural intervention at the Johannesburg 
Central Police Station should be obliged to comply. In 
extending the inner city, it is necessary to include the 
wants, needs, and urban concerns of the immediate 
community to be affected.
An extensive community mapping exercise was 
completed, the results of which are explained in the 
community mapping chapter. An important section 
of the question cards which were handed out to 
community members asked for their impression of 
what Ferreirasdorp needs. The responses were varied 
but could easily be classified into three areas: safety, 
maintenance and infrastructural improvement. The 
majority of responses asked for improved policing 
- this in a community at the base of an extensive police 
facility. The general cleanliness of Ferreirasdrop was 
also brought into question with many respondents 
requesting a cleaner environment. Of the 31 returns 
only five mentioned specific facilities - these included 
a park, a sports facility, a taxi rank, public toilets and 
road signs, all alluding to a wish for general urban 
improvement, better community facilities and outsider 
investment.
For eight months, ending in June 2007, the City of 
Johannesburg went through the complex task of 
establishing an Inner-City Regeneration Charter. A 
document which reassessed the vision of a successful 
inner city as launched by President Thabo Mbeki in 
1997. The vision included the following points
• A dynamic city that works.
• A liveable, safe, well-managed and welcoming city.
• A city that is people-centred, accessible and 
  celebrates cultural diversity.
• A vibrant 24-hour city.
• A city for residents, workers, tourists, entrepreneurs 
  and learners.
• A city that respects its heritage and capitalises on its
  position in South Africa, Africa and the whole world.
• A truly global city (COJ 2007:  4).
City brief
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> Figure ground image 
of the south-western quadrant of 
Johannesburg’s inner city.
7
> View eastwards down 
Commissioner Street from the 
sixth floor of the Johannesburg 
Central Police Station.
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Physical Context
Physical context
“...an architecture of continuous open flux - open to 
the distant past, wide open to a far away future that 
envelops the past, while the past envelops the future. 
Like a differential equation from integral calculus...” 
(Holl 2006: 14)
Ferreirasdorp has a long and varied history in 
Johannesburg. A place of historical minority 
communities, its extensive past remains buried in the 
layers of soil beneath its many dead extensive parking 
lots. Memory, however, prevails. It binds separate 
communities to their culture. Or where history is all 
too blindly obvious, memory serves to remind - as in 
the case of those who worked, or were held, at the 
John Vorster Police Station. This chapter looks at the 
physical heritage and complex reality of Ferreirasdorp, 
the rightful foundations of any intervention.  
Outline
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> East view down 
Commissioner Street in 890, 
depicting the rapid growth of the 
town in under four years. 
(Museum Africa Photo Archive)
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Ferreirasdorp history
namely Turffontein, Langlaagte, Doornfontein and 
Braamfontein (Chipkin 1993: 7).
The new miners immediately organised themselves 
into unofficial diggers camps (Van der Waal 1987: 
1), positioned along water sources (of which the 
Witwatersrand has a limited number) near the original 
gold find (Van der Waal 1987: 1). These camps, 
namely Natal Camp (to the east of the city, formed 
along the Natal Spruit River), Paarl Camp (a mainly 
Afrikaans camp situated where Paarlshoop is today) 
and Ferreira’s Camp (of which much will be discussed) 
(Van der Waal 1987:2), were mainly the result of a 
large migration of a second wave of prospectors. 
The first consisted of quick, eager and perhaps more 
autonomous gold diggers, whereas this second camp-
forming group moved in from the semi-defunct mines 
of Kimberley and the De Kaap goldfields of the Eastern 
Transvaal (Van der Waal 1987: 1). With perhaps more 
experience, technical knowhow and having previously 
lived in mining communities, they set about developing 
the camps (Van der Waal 1987: 2).
Ferreira’s Camp was established on the banks of a 
small spruit which runs through the south eastern part 
of Fordsburg today on the northern extremity of the 
farm Turffontein (Van der Waal 1987: 2). It was named 
after Colonel IP Ferreira, a leading figure on the Rand 
at the time (Beavon 2004: 22). Ferreira’s Camp, as 
the central camp of the three, soon developed into 
“the most important and populous of the camps” 
(Van der Waal 1987:2). The majority of miners from 
Kimberley joined Ferreira’s Camp and by August 1886 
it housed over 230 prospectors (Beavon 2004: 22). 
The camp soon became a central transport node, at 
the intersection of the road from Kimberly to Pretoria, 
and the one between Paarl Camp and Natal Camp 
(Van der Waal 1987: 2). Ferreira’s Camp was a messy 
agglomeration of tents and wagons, randomly sited 
near streams (Van der Waal 1987: 2). Small grass 
and corrugated iron huts soon started to emerge in 
the camps (Van der Waal 1987: 2) as the prospectors 
undoubtedly attempted to make their lives more 
comfortable.
“These fortune hunters did not demand much in the 
way of accommodation, except that it had to be erected 
quickly and easily.” (Van der Waal 1987: 2)
Building materials in the camps were scarce, so 
many miners had to improvise as opposed to waiting 
for ox wagons to bring in wood and corrugated iron 
(Van der Waal 1987:2). Many poorer prospectors 
resorted to building huts from clay and reed in a prism 
shape – these were especially prevalent in Ferreira’s 
Camp (Van der Waal 1987: 2). Tin was only used 
as a building material by late 1886; corrugated iron 
sheets were easily transported, erected into small 
huts and relocated. This became the most preferred 
method of hut construction in the camps, and the 
landscape was strewn with randomly placed, shiny 
dwellings (Van der Waal 1987: 3). It is important to 
note that in Johannesburg’s founding days, mainly men 
converged on the town – men of distinctly different 
races, wealth and social status (Beavon 2004: 8). The 
Zuid Afrikaanse Republiek (ZAR) government saw this 
completely mixed society as a problem and, together 
with setting their eyes on gold earnings, started to lay 
out a town (Van der Waal 1987: 7) in an attempt to 
control and monitor the new masses settling on the 
Rand. 
“This random dispersal only served to accentuate the 
lack of cohesion of the settlement. In fact, the general 
appearance of the camps reflected their lack of social 
structure. Each digger did exactly as he pleased.” (Van 
der Waal 1987: 3) 
The rapid development of Johannesburg as the 
commercial capital of sub-Saharan Africa (Beavon 
2004: 11) came about under two conditions: the 
discovery of the world’s richest goldfield in 1886 
(Chipkin 1993: 5); and the process of global 
industrialisation furiously infiltrating all corners of 
the globe, the developments and industries of which 
afforded Johannesburg the base technology on which 
to exist and expand. The world in the late 19th century 
was one significantly connected and globalised, mainly 
through the expansive, industrialised British Empire.
Gold was discovered on the Witwatersrand in 1886, 
on the farm Langlaagte (Chipkin 1993: 5). This event 
caused the massive influx of fortune seekers and gold 
prospectors onto the Witwatersrand, which, at the 
time and in the vicinity of the soon to be proclaimed 
Johannesburg, existed as a series of large farms, 
20
> Corrugated iron huts 
typical of Ferreirasdorp in 9.
(Museum Africa Photo Archive)
>> Wagon manufacturer 
in Ferreirasdorp on a 
Johannesburg postcard. 
(Museum Africa Photo Archive)
> Map of Johannesburg, 
its suburbs, transport 
infrastructure, topography 
and gold mines in 896. 
Ferrerirasdorp is outlined in 
white. (Musuem Africa Archive) 
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To the west of Commissioner Street, Ferreirasdorp 
seemed to retain its mining camp disorderliness and 
continued to develop as a place of mixed ethnicity. 
Here, “the black poor met the poor whites and newly 
arrived immigrants from Eastern Europe, who were 
astonished by the yellow mine-dumps and dark 
headgear” (Chipkin 1993: 198).  At the turn of the 
century the suburb comprised a number of corrugated 
iron houses and businesses. It retained a distinctly 
low verticality, developing as a place of manufacture 
and cosmopolitan residences. At the time, residential 
distance from the mines, indicated greater wealth 
and status, hence the development of the prosperous 
northern suburbs. Ferreirasdorp was literally in the 
heart of the mining action, and living conditions were 
thus obviously unpleasurable. It then accomodated 
racial mixing, general disorderliness and ramshackle 
urban forms. It was, in essence, an inner-city slum, as 
described by Bernard Sachs in 1913 when he arrived 
from Lithuania:
 “The cab pulled up and we found ourselves 
before a dilapidated house in the centre of one of 
Johannesburg’s slum areas, known as Ferreirastown... 
the din of the stamp batteries crushing the gold ore 
persisted throughout the night’ (Chipkin 1993: 198). 
Another account by Sarah Gertrude Millin in 1920 
recalls of Ferreirasdorp:
 “Native eating houses and Indian tailor shops and 
signboards bearing Oriental names stood cheek-by-
jowl with the rooms and houses of the poor whites who 
have come to Johannesburg because there is no work 
for them on the lands.” (Chipkin 1993: 199).
During its start-up Johannesburg attracted prospectors 
from all over the country. Large numbers of fortune 
seekers came from the neighbouring Cape and Natal 
Colonies (Beavon 2004: 8). Indians finished with their 
indentured labour on the Natal sugarcane plantations 
moved up. They were joined by impoverished 
Afrikaans families squeezed off their farms by rural 
industrialisation and commercialisation (Beavon 2004: 
8). News of the world’s greatest gold deposit spread 
frenetically across the globe, causing a large migration 
of disparate communities toward Johannesburg. 
These included “white men from all over the world”, 
European Jewish people from Lithuania, Latvia and 
parts of Western Europe (Beavon 2004: 8), and a small 
number of Chinese people from Canton, a province left 
in disarray after the Opium Wars and the loss of their 
unique Chinese trading monopoly (Yap 1996: 31).  
All of these communities were in some form 
represented in Ferreirasdorp, a cultural melting pot 
where the older immigrants would spend their time 
in casinos, playing klabberjas and dominoes, while 
customers attended cafes, ‘penny drinkshops’ and 
kosher restaurants (Chipkin 1993: 199). By 1904 
the dense area of small corrugated iron houses and 
businesses also played host to a number of ‘Chinese 
dens’ which the medical inspector at the time described 
as, “insanitary, undesirable... should be relegated to the 
Asiatic location” (Yap 1996: 85).
It is primarily the settlement here of most of 
Johannesburg’s Chinese people at the end of the 19th 
century that garnered Ferreirasdorp its identity as 
Johannesburg’s Chinatown. Even though the area was 
home to a wide range of cultures, the Chinese, perhaps 
being most foreign to the greater Johannesburg, 
seemed to have the area historically associated with 
them. 
In August 1886 Randjeslaagte, the government owned 
land or uitvalgrond between the farms of Turffontein, 
Doornfontein and Braamfontein, and the camps of 
Ferreira and Natal, was identified by the ZAR as a 
suitable place to develop a mining village (Van der 
Waal 1987: 6). A grid of 50 x 50 Cape Feet, with 600 
stands (Beavon 2004: 24) was laid out by the land 
surveyor, Jos de Villiers, and was extended at the 
end of 1886 to include Ferreira’s Camp, effectively 
proclaiming it a township, known as Ferreira’s Town 
or Ferreirasdorp (Beavon 2004: 42). The camps were 
gradually forced to morph into the gridded streets of the 
new layout, as prospectors started leasing stands.
An east-west oriented route, which ran parallel to the 
‘Main Reef’ and linked Ferreira’s Camp to the other 
two camps and a series of subsequent smaller towns 
along the reef, developed from a busy dirt track into 
today’s Main Reef Road (Chipkin 1993: 12). At the 
time, Main Reef Road ran along the entire length 
of the Reef, as the major east-west arterial across 
the entire Witwatersrand. The central Johannesburg 
section of the road, an “irregular strip of veld, stretching 
due east and west of Ferreira’s Camp, the gradually 
accepted lane to the new workings” as described by 
Eric Rosenthal in 1933 (Chipkin 1993: 12), became 
Commissioner Street in the 1886 development 
planning of Marshallstown by the Rand pioneer Henry 
Brown Marshall (Van der Waal 1987: 8). 
The importance of Commissioner Street as a major 
arterial route, and its proximity to the central Market 
Square, made it Johannesburg’s “stronghold of 
capitalism” (quoted in Chipkin 1993: 13). The central 
axis along which would develop important institutions 
such as the first formal stock exchange (which 
initially began operation in a tent in Ferreira’s Camp 
in 1886) (Beavon 2004: 45), the headquarters of 
Johannesburg’s banks, and prominent mining houses 
(Chipkin 1993: 13). 
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> West view of 
Commissioner Street 
terminating in Ferreirasdorp. 
(Museum Africa Photo Archive)
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response to the ordinance, the Passive Resistance 
Movement began, essentially in Ferreirasdorp. M.K. 
Gandhi rallied together the Indian people and Chinese 
community (under the leadership of Leung Qiunn) in 
direct defiance of the law. The movement’s leadership 
effectively had to accept arrest. Gandhi also granted 
free legal assistance to any arrested Chinese person 
(Yap 1996: 141). The two bodies representing the 
resistors, the Transvaal Chinese Association (TCA) 
and the British Indian Association, both functioned 
separately, but held combined meetings and effectively 
shared the cause (Yap 1996: 146). The small, 
disparate, dense suburb of Ferreirasdorp thus bore 
witness to much political protest.
The continued action of defying the law eventually split 
the Chinese community in 1908, when a row broke 
out over budgetary spending, and the leadership of 
the TCA was brought into question (Yap 1996: 155). 
The fissure in the community was significant and 
remained for some time. As part of the intensified 
stresses between the pacifists and the now non-
pacifists, a battle broke out near 6 Alexander Street in 
Ferreirasdorp:
 “Armed with revolvers, knives, sticks, stones and 
iron bars, the opposing factions attacked each other, 
inflicting wounds which left four in hospital” 
(Yap 1996: 156).
 The Star reported that “...during the melee... 
something like 50 revolver shots were indiscriminately 
fired... for nearly half an hour the streets in which 
Cantonese clubs abound presented a very wild 
appearance...” (quoted in Yap 1996:157).
 The Transvaal Weekly Illustrated elaborated: “...
for instance Colonel Franzin tackled a couple of 
Cantonese on the first-floor verandah of one of the 
clubs, and during the fierce struggle which ensued the 
railing of the verandah gave way, and the unfortunate 
Constable was precipitated into the roadway” 
(quoted in Yap 1996: 157). 
The Passive Resistance Movement later ended with an 
agreement between Gandhi and General Jan Smuts, 
in which the Act of 1907 (the concretisation of the 
ordinance) was repealed, and all Asian people were 
allowed to register voluntarily. The existing rights of 
all Asian people were not diminished, but remained 
comparable to those of second class citizens (Yap 
1996: 167).
Life continued for the Chinese and Indian communities 
in Ferreirasdorp after the divisions caused by the latter 
half of the Passive Resistance Movement. The area 
remained a cultural melange, a densely populated 
area, with parts of significant urban slum. In the 1930s 
Ferreirasdorp “...consisted of a motley assortment of 
shops, wood and iron houses, schools, churches...” 
(Yap 1996: 239). The area was home to a large number 
of Chinese clubs, small retail outlets, restaurants and 
tea rooms. 
The 1920s saw the rise of the Marabi era in 
Johannesburg’s slum yards, a culture centred on “...
endlessly repetitive, infectious shebeen music” (Chipkin 
1993: 204), a vibrant mix of ‘Coloured’ tickey-draai 
music from the Cape combined with township jazz, 
black American rhythms and Xhosa folk melodies 
(Chipkin 1993: 204). The Slums Act of 1934 largely 
destroyed the vibrant Marabi experience, by clearing 
the densely populated slum yards of Ferreirasdorp and 
Doornfontein in time for the Empire Exhibition of 1936 
(Chipkin 1993: 204).
The majority of South African born Chinese are 
descendants of independent immigrants who came 
to South Africa (usually via Mauritius and Lorenço 
Marques) from 1870 onwards (Yap 1996: 32). By 
1890 over 121 Chinese people lived in Johannesburg 
(Yap 1996: 75), but as people of ‘colour’ living in the 
Transvaal, they, like the Indian community, were not 
allowed to become citizens (Yap 1996: 78). It was 
made increasingly difficult for ‘Asiatic’ people to live 
and work in the city. Racist petitions with significant 
support sought the removal of all Chinese trading 
licenses, while appeals were made for Chinese people 
to be relocated far from the city-centre (Yap 1996: 78). 
The ZAR, however, on an appeal by the Chinese 
community, allowed them to continue living in 
Ferreirasdorp (Yap 1996: 78). A directory described 
Ferreirasdorp in 1883 as housing seven ‘Chinaman’s 
stores’, scores of bars, small houses, general stores, 
butchers, wagon builders and stables (Yap 1996: 84).
The period between 1906 and 1911 has been 
described by Melanie Yap in her book Colour, 
Confusion and Concessions as “the most turbulent time 
in the history of the community” (1996: 137). This era of 
mass frustration and insecurity started with the tabling 
of the Draft Asiatic Amendment Ordinance, which 
required all ‘Asiatic’ people to surrender their current 
registration permits to be replaced by new certificates. 
These would have to be displayed on the demand of 
any law enforcement officer or government employee 
(Yap 1996:138). The real aversion to the ordinance 
stemmed from a stipulation that all applicants had to 
surrender prints of both hands, an act which was not 
commonplace in Johannesburg at the time and was 
associated with criminals. Without the new certificate, 
an individual would not be allowed to work and reside 
in the Transvaal and would effectively be required 
to leave (Yap 1996:138). The ordinance offended 
Ferreirasdorp’s Indian and Chinese communities. In 
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> Corner of Alexander 
Street and Commissioner Street 
in 9. (Museum Africa Photo 
Archive)
>> Corner of 
Miriam Makeba Street and 
Commissioner Street in 9.
(Museum Africa Photo Archive)
>>> Transvaal Chinese 
United Club corner of 
Margaret Mcingana Street and 
Commissioner Streets in 9. 
(Museum Africa Photo Archive)
> North-westerly view 
over Ferreirasdorp from Miriam 
Makeba Street in 9. (Museum 
Africa Photo Archive)
2
>> Commissioner 
Street looking westward over 
Ferreirasdorp in 9. (Museum 
Africa Photo Archive)
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Ferreirasdorp continued to attract mainly weekend 
visitors to experience its varied shops and restaurants 
(Yap 1996: 229). During the 1970s, following the 
construction of the John Vorster Square Police Station, 
a proposal was made by the Nationalist government 
to turn Ferreirasdorp into a dedicated ‘Chinatown’ 
(Yap 1993: 335). Cooperation was sought from the 
community to establish the area itself. The Chinese 
refused the proposal, seeing it as an attempt to create 
a dedicated Chinese group area (Yap 1993: 336). 
The area faced a large scale decline as businesses 
moved out - the community was understandably wary 
of grouping themselves too densely (Yap 1993: 336). 
Melanie Yap uses this to explain the significantly 
smaller size of Johannesburg’s original Chinatown, 
when compared to other global examples (1993: 336). 
The 1980s, however, saw a vibrant revival of the 
area which was based mainly on the arrival of new 
immigrants from Hong Kong and Taiwan (Yap 1993: 
336).
Inner-city degeneration is largely to blame for the 
general economic decline of Ferreirasdorp; many 
shops seemed to have been forced to close their 
doors. A mass eastward movement, over ten years 
ago, of Chinese business and community to the areas 
of Cyrildene and Bruma are often blamed for the 
pacified nature of business, empty restaurants and 
vacant rentals in the inner-city Chinese community 
today. 
Ferreirasdorp is a place of intense historical 
importance. The area has been unrelentingly dragged 
through its history, life here has never really seemed 
too easy or too comfortable in Ferreirasdorp. Today it 
remains roughened up, perhaps bruised, and empty 
– resting, recovering, remembering, being forgotten. It 
is a place where heritage buildings house squatters, 
a fine layer of aged dirt coats the pavements and two 
residential communities continue to get by.   
Physic l c ntextOutline
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> John Vorster Square 
Police Station barracks, under 
construction in 967. (Museum 
Africa Photo Archive)
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Police Station
Johannesburg Central 
Police Station
was designed by the architecture firm Harris, Fels, 
Janks and Nussbaum (SAHA 2008). Bernard Janks, a 
Wits graduate and principle at the firm, was previously 
responsible for the evolution of the Johannesburg 
regional office style in its most characteristic form 
(Chipkin 1993: 247). This included various important 
Johannesburg office buildings exemplified by Libertas 
(1948-50), Unitas and Philadelphia Corner (both 
early 1950s) (Chipkin 1993: 249). All three examples, 
characterised by dominant vertical lines “extendable 
and thus virtually without a centre” (Chipkin 1993: 
246) drew on the influence of the Johannesburg 
modernist pioneer, Norman Hanson, and in particular 
his Medical Centre building on Jeppe Street (1946-8) 
(Chipkin 1993: 249). Harris and Fels, the founders of 
the partnership were also significantly experienced in 
office block design. Their facadal focus was, however, 
on horizontality, with layers of floors expressed by 
projecting floor slabs, as in their Pan Africa House on 
Troye Street (1950) (Chipkin 1993: 251).
“The rapid post-war expansion in Johannesburg’s 
financial, professional and business sectors had led 
to an equally rapid expansion in the erection of office 
buildings in the central business area of Johannesburg; 
and Janks’s office was well situated to participate in 
this speculative activity.” (Chipkin 1993: 248)
The new John Vorster Square’s infamous mechanised 
operation was a logical step in Harris, Fels, Janks and 
Nussbaum’s direction. Their vast success in designing 
speculative, streamlined, efficient office buildings 
was put to use here, creating a building of disturbing 
functional precision. Essentially a clinical workhouse of 
apartheid and the then largest police complex in Africa, 
it was designed from scratch to “facilitate interrogation, 
detention and other security considerations” (SAHA 
2008). It seamlessly incorporated into the building 
separate entrances, lifts, toilets, fire escape stairs and 
office space for ‘Europeans’ and ‘Non Europeans’.
“John Vorster Square represented a new concept in 
police buildings. It housed the largest concentration 
of administrative and executive duties under one roof. 
This concept had never before been applied to the 
same comprehensive extent, and proved so successful 
that it was soon adopted and generally applied in the 
erection of all new police buildings.” (SAHA 2008)
The R2 million building was opened by the then 
prime-minister B. J. Vorster on 23rd August 1968 
(Sunday Express 1967). The large complex of glass, 
blue panelling and light orange face brick was finally 
ready to play its notorious part in the history of South 
Africa as the new home of the Security Police, recently 
revised and strengthened under Vorster (SAHA 2008).
A cluster of six main buildings, the police station 
was designed as a series of four lateral, east-west 
buildings, two along Commissioner Street, and the 
other two (the police barracks) layered northwards 
behind them, a large vertical lift tower and a cell block. 
The building combined the vertical and horizontal office 
typologies which represented Janks, Harris and Fels 
so characteristically. Strong horizontal bands of blue 
steel panelling and facadally visible floor slabs wrap 
around the two major Commissioner Street-facing 
buildings. The slabs project beyond the facade on 
the south-eastern most building in a large concrete 
frame. These ribbons are contrasted by strong vertical 
planar elements, as in the case of the bold vertical lift 
tower, the translucent passage strip between it and the 
administration building and the strong vertical detailing 
of the mullions on the curtain glazed façade. Individual 
buildings exist in modernist isolation from each other, 
connected by vertical movement shafts - staircases 
In 1938, 34 acres of the old original Turffontein 
farm, nestled in the disjointed urban disorder of 
Ferreirasdorp, were purchased by the South African 
Police (SAP) as the site of their new police station 
(Sunday Express 1964). In the 1960s interest and 
investment maintained a post-war fixation with central 
Johannesburg, which was evident in the locally 
unprecedented growth of Hillbrow (Chipkin 1993: 
228). This finally made the design and construction of 
the SAP’s new station viable. Single storey Chinese 
clubs were torn down when the construction of what 
was to become “...a place of detention, torture and 
oppression” began in 1964 (SAHA 2008).
The John Vorster Square police station was to replace 
the old, defunct Marshall Square police station, which, 
built in 1899 (Rand Daily Mail 1967), had since been 
outgrown by the Witwatersrand SAP. The new facility 
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> Johannesburg Central 
Police Station at the western 
edge of Commissioner Street. 
Note the vertical tower block on 
the left,  and the administrative 
blocks to the right.
“The offices of the Security Police - cleanliness, orderliness, 
calmness - but a cruel calmness of people with no souls, 
dead souls.” Molefe Pheto, former apartheid detainee (SAHA 2008)
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a large tower block (C), housing the main set of lifts. 
A series of glassed in passage ways link directly from 
this tower to the main administrative building. This was 
the main,’ whites only’ entrance to the police station. 
A series of aluminium clad lifts then distributes visitors 
across nine of the building’s floors, floor number 10 
uncomfortably missing on the floor selection panels. 
The tenth floor housed the Security Police, and was 
serviced by its own lift which ascended from the 
basement directly to the tenth floor.
“I just remember going up... in the lift, and the smell 
was just absolutely repulsive... it came to represent 
the interrogation.” Catherine Hunter, former apartheid 
detainee (SAHA 2008)
The tenth floor was like all the others in the building 
during the time, a long central passageway flanked on 
both sides by cellular offices. The partition walls were, 
and remain, glazed from about a metre from the ground 
to the ceiling in textured, opaque glass, which allowed 
light to penetrate the central corridor. This floor was, 
however, different because the offices which filled it 
doubled as often violent interrogation rooms.
“I think of the interrogation rooms which were on the 
tenth floor which had frosted glass half way up between 
the rows... so quite often you could hear what was 
happening to the person next door and although those 
were the more kind of normal [offices - they]... had a 
carpet and a desk whatever - it was in a sense more 
menacing, and my sensory impression then, often, was 
just the sounds of the interrogations... hearing friends 
of mine... hearing people being hit.” Barbara Hogan, 
former apartheid detainee, and Minister of Health 
(SAHA 2008)
The offices during apartheid were darker because 
the exterior windows had painted panes, creating 
a macabre, twilight experience in the building, 
particularly on the tenth floor (SAHA 2008). The ninth 
floor housed the Stratcom offices, a branch of the 
Security Police responsible for managing information 
and communication flows across all tiers of society. 
Here as described by former Stratcom officer Paul 
Erasmus, “The message was worked and controlled” 
(SAHA 2008). The facility was also the centre of all 
Witwatersrand phone taps and bugging operations, 
the ninth and tenth floor, housing advanced facilities 
for listening to recorded phone calls and receiving 
transmissions from strategically placed bugs.
By 30th January 1990, eight detainees had died 
because of their brutal interrogations at John Vorster 
Square, seven of them in the police station and one in 
hospital. The infamous windows of the police station 
were screened off by horizontally slatted, aluminium 
screens. This was seen as an attempt to mask the 
significant transparency of the building, so that inside 
events were not visible from the outside or from the 
freeway. The aluminium barrier protected the building’s 
windows from items thrown at them from vehicles 
driving past on the freeway. The screen sinisterly 
provided a small space between it and the building 
within which torturous acts took place which otherwise 
would have been in full public view.
“The guys that were here at the time told me, at 
various times, he’d [Ahmed Timol] been hung out of 
the window to make him talk... one of the stories that 
went around in a joke fashion, was that the guys who 
hung him out the window slipped at a point and was 
(sic) left holding a shoe as he [Timol] went down.” Paul 
Erasmus, former Stratcom officer (SAHA 2008).
and lifts. The building also plays with translucency 
and visibility, providing opportunities for the observer 
to glance inside, but removing this experience as 
the building gets more private. The cell block, a face 
brick cube, is punctured by a Perré-esque repetition 
of rectangular box windows, as are the service 
components of the building.
“I don’t forget the blue. Even when I was in exile, I just 
didn’t forget the blue.” Molefe Pheto, former apartheid 
detainee (SAHA 2008) 
The cell block leads off the south-eastern most building 
(along Commissioner Street), which houses the double 
volume, brightly lit charge office. At the base of the 
cell block, in a room clad in light green linoleum, finger 
prints are taken, and detainees are escorted up a flight 
of stairs and into their respective cells.
Cells are generously sized rooms, painted the same 
light green/off turquoise, concrete clad, with built in 
concrete seating. A toilet and basin are provided in the 
corner, and in the larger cells, three meshed windows 
provide an eerie, sinister light.
“I could only see a very small amount... it was very 
difficult for me... to see out, but what I could see I 
knew very well... a triangular slab of concrete, large, 
where all the pigeons gathered, and I watched that.” 
Catherine Hunter, former apartheid detainee (SAHA 
2008).
The administrative block B, between the M1 freeway 
and the block containing the charge office (A), is 
accessed through a large, glassed-in, double volume 
foyer which is situated at the base of the sixth building, 
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> The entire police 
station facility viewed from the 
south east.

> The original site 
analysis  of the John Vorster 
Police Station.
>> A second option for 
the design of the public space at 
the station’s main entrance.
> The original site plan 
for  the construction of the police 
station.
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Charge office entrance
Double volume charge office
Door to the cell block
Passage to the fingerprints room
> Row 2
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Typical cellular office
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was interrogated
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> Ubu Tells The Truth 
by WIlliam Kentridge 996-7
All images (SAHA 2008)
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with rampant police cruelty. It’s no wonder no 
foreigners directly sought refuge here during the recent 
xenophobic attacks. Its legacy persists.
The challenge thus exists today as to how the building 
should present its history, cleanse its legacy and 
represent a new police service, while responding to the 
needs of the surrounding community.
“It’s a pity that the structure has changed, it looks 
nice... We (as detainees) went in from the back, I 
would like that left as it is, not touched, because if you 
touch it then everything has disappeared – particularly 
that lift (from the basement to the tenth floor)... that 
also must remain as a memory of the revolution. The 
interrogation room, mine, which is just an office – that 
should stay, but if the others look the same, one should 
be kept. Those things must be kept so that we can 
see them as exhibits of what they (the SAP) did to 
harm us... If you take it away, I think you will remove 
the storey.” Molefe Pheto, former apartheid detainee 
(SAHA 2008)
“It was a grim building then, and it’s a grim building 
today.” Helen Suzman (SAHA 2008)
“For me it’s a fortress of repression. When I look 
at (it)... I look at it the same way (that) I look at the 
Voortrekker Monument in Pretoria. It really depresses 
me and I know they’ve changed the name... but it still 
has the same meaning. I don’t have a mixed feeling, 
I hate it.”  Jackie Seroke, former apartheid detainee 
(SAHA 2008)
Knowledge of the atrocities committed inside the 
station’s walls made the building a target for anti-
apartheid demonstration. In 1986 Marion Sparg planted 
a bomb at the station, which failed to detonate (SAHA 
2008).
At the end of apartheid, the security police were 
dissolved into the Crime Information Service in 1991 
and in a small ceremony in 1996 John Vorster Square 
was renamed Johannesburg Central Police Station, 
and the bust of the by then deceased prime minister B. 
J. Vorster was removed (SAHA 2008).
The power of John Vorster Square lay (and continues 
to lie) in the association of the atrocities committed 
inside - and the ideological dogma of apartheid with the 
station’s built form. Here history remembers a series 
of events and the architecture of the police station 
assumes the emotion of the recollection. Architecture 
becomes the representative, the vessel for memory, 
the emotional cue: ‘that building is where those things 
happened.’ John Vorster Square assumed iconic status 
as it, like a monument, became associated with a 
greater ideology.
A dark building of pained history, the JCPS retains its 
iconic nature as a marker on the landscape, a gateway 
to the inner city, a building on the edge of the urban 
grid. Experienced at multiple speeds from multiple 
directions and levels, it is a traffic island carved by 
the woven streets of the city grid as they untangle 
towards the edges. A place of emotion still viewed and 
remembered by many as a dark, problematic symbol of 
apartheid.
The building - as is typical for modernist construct 
- was successfully inhabited by the new police service. 
Their task now remains to responsibly tackle surging 
crime and violence, while trying to reinvent their 
image, in a building which will always be associated 
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> Interior perspective 
of the police station depicting a 
clear transparency, and focused 
line of sight.
>> Plan of the facility. 
- note its three components and 
the pedestrian ramp descending 
to the entrance. 
(Lootsma 996: 2)
> Southern face of the 
building, with the pedestrian 
ramp descending towards the 
entrance.
>> The three visibly 
permeable forms of the police 
station projecting out over the 
pastoral landscape. Lines of 
sight are established or denied 
in the changing translucency of 
the forms.
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> The three dominant 
materials used in the building, 
zinc, timber and concrete, unite 
in this photo. (Slessor 2000: )
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Precedent Study
Police Station, Vaals
Weil Arets
Linear, cubic forms extend outwards into a green 
southern Dutch landscape; the sculpted planes of 
zinc, timber and concrete dynamically contrast with 
vast, rolling, rural pastures. Here a regional police 
station disaggregates itself from an urban centre, 
denying common associations of police centres 
existing as obvious city markers. A long ramp replaces 
a pediment as visitors descend down into the building, 
as opposed to stepping up in a classical, authoritarian 
configuration.
Designed by Weil Arets, and completed in 1995, the 
Vaals Police Headquarters represents an ideological 
shift in police station design, as it respectfully responds 
to the humanity of its users – while deliberately 
manufacturing architectural experiences, sightlines, 
points of visual access and denial, in a decidedly filmic 
way.
“Just as a director cuts shots and scenes into a film, 
Arets structures combinations of programmes, events, 
materials, prospects and insights into meaningful 
architectural experiences.” (Lootsma 2006: 34)
This filmic, experiential, storyboard architecture seems 
an apt response to a brief which called for a building 
which represented a new transparency in policing 
(Slessor 2000: 78). Almost all interior walls are glazed 
with varying strengths of translucency, allowing the 
facility to constantly mediate between that which is 
visually accessible to public visitors, detainees and 
police officers (Lootsma 2006: 34). A public visitor, 
when entering the building, is forced to walk past a wall 
which conceals the identity of those held in its cells but 
reveals their feet to the spectator through a low window 
(Lootsma 2006: 34). The building strengthens its visual 
play with well defined thresholds which spatially divide 
the building into three distinct rectilinear forms (Slessor 
2000: 78). Maximum transparency is afforded to the 
most public spaces, such as the reception where the 
width of the building can be seen through. While the 
holding cells are distinctly closed but for a clear view 
outwards, across the landscape, of a monastery’s 
cloister (Lootsma 2006: 34). Such deliberately framed 
experiences into and out of the building are perhaps its 
best response to landscape, as its interior workings are 
exposed to its surroundings, becoming a part of them, 
so the landscape witnesses experiences within.
This police station embodies a clear alternative in 
police station design. Architecture here has a direct 
influence on the functioning of the police station; 
the facility is forced to operate in an open, more 
transparent manner. The Johannesburg Central Police 
Station, in its current form could easily assume the 
dogmas of a different authority and begin operating as 
its sinister self immediately. Thoughtful design has the 
power to reshape actions and ideas. 
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> View upwards of the 
police station’s eastern façade 
from underneath the M highway. 
7
> North view down 
Henri Nxumalo Street , under the 
M highway. 
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Theoretical context
This section provides a theoretical context for design 
and process decisions made later on. ‘Control’ 
examines the architecture and urbanity of authority, 
investigating it in relation to the institution, the 
individual and today’s environment. This is followed 
by an examination of the greater theoretical argument 
pre-dating this decade, as modernism was replaced 
by and re-engineered into post-modernism. The next 
four chapters, ‘network’, ‘traces’, ‘landscape’ and 
‘space and time’, discuss an approach to design, a 
contemporary design manifesto which builds on the 
contexts developed in the first two chapters.
Theoretical context
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> The all-seeing, 
panopticon-like relationship of 
the Johannesburg Central Police 
Station with Johannesburg’s 
inner-city.
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Control
Control
The institution
An institution of authority, such as a police service 
or a legal system, exercises its power through a 
complex system, an organised matrix. Foucault 
describes individuals in this system as “...circulating 
between its threads; they are always in the position 
of simultaneously undergoing and exercising this 
power... individuals are the vehicles of power, not its 
points of application” (quoted in McHoul 1993: 89). 
The individual is therefore a tool for implementation. 
Power itself creates the individual. Identity is forged 
and defined by the constraints placed on it by power 
(Foucault 1977: 193). 
In a state of absolute control, authority is exercised on 
the population by individuals operating under another 
level of power and influence. The formal incarnation of 
state authority often exists as a police force, an army, a 
complex bureaucracy; all are elements of surveillance 
and a means to intervene. Jeremy Bentham’s 
Panopticon (1791) is often used as an architectural 
model, the perfect institutional control device. A central 
point of surveillance allows for an immediate response, 
should the functional continuum of the institution be 
upset.
Police stations thus represent strategic points of state 
intervention and control. The police station is the 
control centre in the middle of the Panopticon, the 
director’s house in Claude Ledoux’s Royal Salt Works 
(1774-1779), the lookout tower in a medieval castle. 
A point where information concerning the state of the 
immediate environment is taken in, processed and 
acted upon - usually through some form of personnel 
deployment.
Architecture, since the run-up to the Industrial 
Revolution has been a vital tool in expressing and 
implementing power. The development of the institution 
ordered society into a machine of mass production. 
Architecture allowed this development by reordering 
spatial relationships, unifying and standardising, 
it sought solutions to new inventions like prisons, 
hospitals and railway stations (Frampton 2003: 19). 
Claude Ledoux’s idealised city of Chaux (1804) 
expanded his Royal Salt Works into a city plan, 
similarly centred on institutions of control and order, 
in full view of the residences designed on spoked 
avenues radiating outwards from the administrative 
core (Frampton 2003: 16). Foucault describes this 
by referring to the Panopticon’s plan as, “relying on 
‘surveillance’ and the internal training this produces to 
incite states of docility” (McHoul 1993: 67). It need not 
rely on displays of physical force or violence: direct 
force represents merely frustrated or failed forms of 
discipline.
”The subject of surveillance, by contrast, disciplines 
him – or herself.” (Foucault 1977: 201) 
Policing thus delicately walks a line between 
propagating a state agenda, controlling, monitoring, 
interfering, and protecting the rights of the population. 
Policing and surveillance is therefore “an instrument 
and technique used by the operations of disciplinary 
power” (McHoul 1993: 66). The individual policeman 
exists as a vehicle of power, defined by the power 
he propagates. The common person exists then as 
a means through which to execute power through 
self control rather than external application. When 
one is stopped for disobeying a traffic sign, the traffic 
policeman exercises the power of the law by using it to 
control, not by applying power on the wrongdoer. The 
law says you must obey the sign or pay a fine, you are 
thus controlled. Had you seen the policeman before 
committing the crime, you would not have committed it.
Intricate, contrasting social relationships and outward, 
brash and legislated displays of power have formed 
the foundations of the Johannesburg we recognise 
today. A city quartered, contorted and torn by elements 
of authority yet held together in constant social 
suspension by the strings of deep tensions. The 
ZAR, the British administration and the Nationalist 
government all contributed to the constant drafting of 
racial borders, lines of exclusion, division, racism and 
assertive, abusive authority. The individual was defined 
by the state. Ferreirasdorp became a seat of control 
in 1968 when the John Vorster Square police station 
was opened. This chapter serves to investigate what 
being a spatial centre of authority means, while as an 
important component of this thesis, understanding the 
theoretical context in which power is discussed.
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to satisfactorily administer enough control on the 
population, to make the legal system function 
effectively. In an attempt to fight crime head-on, it 
seems as though the inadequacies of the entire 
criminal justice system leave the police in a precarious 
position: “...violence may be used not only by the 
powerful but also by the weak” (Caldeira 2000:141). 
During the period of one year between 2006 and 2007, 
5 412 complaints were lodged with the Independent 
Complaints Directorate against police officers in South 
Africa (ICD 2007: 52). These included deaths at the 
hands of police, criminal acts by the police and charges 
of misconduct. Gauteng alone recorded 169 deaths of 
people in police custody or due to the actions of police 
officers (ICD 2007: 55). The Johannesburg Central 
Police Station recorded the highest number of deaths 
in custody, 11. Matched only by Kagiso Police Station  
for the same period (ICD 2007: 124).
A tension exists in South Africa between the individual 
and the police, one of a delicate wariness based 
perhaps on criminal acts reported by the media 
involving police officers. During the period of 2006-
2007, 1 787 criminal charges were lodged against 
the police, including those of corruption and assault. 
Some 132 of these related to an abuse of power, 39 
to intimidation, 24 to rape and 23 to torture on the part 
of the police (ICD 2007: 63). This policing disjuncture 
could stem from the brutality with which the police 
acted during apartheid, and thus their perceived 
mistrust could exist as a continuation of that. Violence 
is essentially a common component of authority.  
“Violence is the regular language of authority, whether 
of the state or the head of the household; it cannot, 
therefore be seen as an operator between universes or 
a force used only as a last resort.” (Caldeira 2000: 142) 
Architecture created a basis for social control. In a 
similar way, an institution of social discipline was 
erected in the heart of Johannesburg’s then Central 
Business District, at the apex of the city’s “metropolis 
on Commissioner Street” (Chipkin 1993: 152). The 
John Vorster Square police station was built of 
modernist regularity and functional simplicity as an 
icon on the western edge of the city’s most famous 
and commercial street. The design of the building 
doesn’t correspond with the order of the neighbouring 
building façades, by embracing the street edge. Rather 
a dominant wing of the building protrudes out, like a 
policeman’s hand stopping traffic, or as a prison control 
centre to constantly observe a wing of incarcerated 
individuals. Commissioner Street becomes the 
watched wing. Here, power is assured through visual 
dominance, and centres itself in the city, as in Ledoux’s 
Chaux. The city can see the bastion of control; its 
main street culminates in it. Daily experience plays out 
literally in the shadow of authority. 
The individual
Power and authority define the individual. The police 
force as a disciplinary agent of the greater authority, 
controls the influence of the authority on the individual. 
The individual therefore exists in a suspended 
limbo when relating to a disciplinary agent, for he is 
effectively controlled by that agent, his fate lying in the 
agency’s decision on how much control to inflict. He 
effectively has no choice in the matter. The individual 
is constantly, effectively at the mercy of the disciplinary 
agent.
 “Power would no longer be dealing simply with legal 
subjects over whom the ultimate domination was death, 
but with living beings, and the mastery it would be able 
to exercise over them would have to be applied at the 
level of life itself; it was the taking charge of life, more 
than the threat of death, that gave power its access 
even to the body.” (Foucault 1979:143)
 This relationship is in turn controlled by the law, a 
tool put in place by the state to mediate between its 
disciplinary agencies and the acceptable existence of 
the population. The rights of a population rely solely on 
the level of autonomy afforded the legal system. The 
law (in its absolute independent state) is thus the sole 
guardian of the population, a means to control the level 
of control exerted on the individual.
The existing environment
South Africa has shifted from a state of legal 
manipulation and legal / ethical disfunctionality 
with absolute disciplinary control to a point of legal 
clarity and renowned progressiveness, but with a 
set of problematic disciplinary agencies, unable 
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(OMA 1995: 237). This form of central unabashed 
control has since fallen out of favour with a more 
advanced society, and even before any physical 
changes had been made to the prison, the guards 
abandoned their central post, essentially imploding the 
model, as they defied it. Instead, the central controlling 
‘eye’ became the guard’s tea-room, where they in turn 
were observed by the prisoners from the perimeter 
(OMA 1995: 237). In this synopsis the panopticon 
destroyed itself; the eye grew wary of never blinking.
As the 20th century moved on, so did prison design, 
and very soon the Koepel did not fit the adequate 
social needs of the state. New pavilion type prisons 
sprung up, but did little to quell any ideas of excessive 
control, for they removed any sense of the collective 
(OMA 1995: 240). At Koepel the form asserted that the 
prisoners were in it together as a collective entity.
OMA were asked to complete a proposal for a revised 
Koepel Prison in 1979. Their response immediately 
sought to dismantle the panopticon’s centre, extend the 
spontaneous surveillance culture which had emerged, 
add new facilities to “escape the deterministic 
configuration of the existing architecture”, create 
spaces for collective use, and include points where 
future additions may be made (OMA 1995: 242). The 
basis of the design centred on two sunken streets, 
which broke open the perimeter and offset its centre 
– these led to prisoner support facilities like gyms, 
doctors, studios, etc (OMA 1995: 245).
Here authority and its legacy were undermined and 
in fact, stopped for good. The centre was dismantled 
and reoccupied. The building remained iconic but was 
rewired, sensitised. The Johannesburg Central Police 
Station requires a similar intervention, one which has 
the strength toy change the building’s core associations 
and memory, whilst still maintaining it as an operating 
police facility and thus denying the option of demolition.
Authority is vested in various institutions through a 
relationship of the surveyor and the surveyed. Power 
exists in knowledge, and knowledge is based on visible 
evidence. Power is therefore afforded the person who 
watches, as their knowledge is greater (given that the 
viewer can see the subject in a greater context) than 
the limited subject. It is this relationship which was 
established by Jeremy Bentham as the Panopticon 
principle in 1787 – a model for institutional surveillance 
and subsequent control.
 
The Koepel Prison, built in 1882, was designed to 
emulate the panopticon model in its purest form (OMA 
1995: 237). Guards would occupy the centre of the 
large domed, circular building, while prisoners would 
inhabit a multi-level ring of solitary cells around the 
prison’s perimeter. The guards had control because 
they could monitor the entire complex from one point 
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“A general might know every inch of a given terrain, having 
walked or observed it from the ground, and yet not know it 
as the map shows it. The map creates a privileged view...” 
(Anthony Vidler introducing Richter 2001: 14)
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the industrial society it was designed for. Architects like 
Jean Prouvé borrowed directly from the mechanical 
assembly line, producing housing prototypes to quickly 
and effectively house the masses (Rawsthorn 2006), 
while Mies van der Rohe reinvented the office tower 
into a sleek functional cog in the engine of commerce. 
This streamlining of architecture, when applied to the 
city, attempted to reorder, clean up and open up dense 
urbanity (Le Corbusier 1931: 61), a future vision of 
straight lines, uniform societies, mechanical precision 
and regulation. Nan Ellin quotes Colin Rowe in her 
book, Postmodern Urbanism: “Why is it that after 1945, 
the street suddenly disappeared?”. Rowe attributed 
this to “...the object fixation which was endemic in 
modern architecture” (Ellin 1996: 60). Modernism, 
however, seems to have ignored the human scale in its 
urban projects, by ignoring the spaces between. The 
strange alley between two buildings, the mass of space 
between residential high-rises, the dead-zone beneath 
a freeway, all become urban voids, where the city 
dissolves into nothingness. 
“I am for messy vitality over obvious unity... hybrid 
rather than pure... accommodating rather than 
excluding.”  (Venturi quoted in Ellin 1996: 57) 
The state in which modernist urbanism has left our 
cities, with its vast dead spaces and hidden, awkward 
voids, however, lend the postmodern architect the very 
urban disconnect, vitality and ambiguity she desires to 
interpret. The opportunity therefore exists to reinterpret 
and integrate modernism into the urban fabric.
Urban thought seems to be on a constant quest 
for unification of the city, be it through ordering and 
re-structuring or through the connection of disparate 
elements. Colin Rowe introduced the notion of 
weaving together the disconnected city into one 
cohesive collage – together, but still a system of 
parts as opposed to one massive whole - in his book 
Collage City (1978). Postmodern urbanism challenged 
that of modernism by attempting to understand the 
underlying forces inherent in a place, feeling them, 
interpreting them and responding to them. Jane 
Jacobs advocated a return to the street, to ideas 
of community and neighbourhood. Robert Venturi 
claimed, “As an architect, I try to be guided not by 
habit but by a conscious sense of the past” (quoted in 
Ellin 1996: 58). Charles Jencks called for “dissonant 
beauty, anthropomorphism, and a return to the absent 
centre” (Ellin 1996: 89). Dagmar Richter sought out 
intricate patterns and layers of clues, which were 
reinterpreted and changed during the design process 
(Richter 2001: 42). It is her method, which I feel best 
embodies a postmodern reinterpretation, as opposed 
to a postmodern recreation (as is reflected in the New 
Urbanist work of Duany and Plater-Zyberk). Holsten 
describes the recreations as often “...out of context in 
their nostalgic references to (an imagined) social and 
economic order of the past” (Ellin 1996: 137).
Urban mapping reveals alternate, disconnected 
patterns which overlap, combine and strangely relate. 
This process becomes a tool to understand, read 
and reinterpret an environment, a means to uncover 
various urban subtleties invisible to the person on the 
ground. A layered, detailed mapping process allows 
design to feed off a matrix, a new proto-urban order. 
Here architecture rejects the formulaic application of 
modernism, and the old-worldly clash of nostalgic, false 
urbanities created by New Urbanism, in an attempt to 
key directly into the existing context, responding to it 
empirically. The result, as advocated by Richter is a 
more fluid, blurred “distinction between building (as 
cultural artefact, masculine, sovereign and dominant) 
vs. landscape (as natural, feminine, submissive, and 
passive)” (Richter 2001: 53).  It is this play between 
landscape and building, and interior spaces which 
This chapter provides a theoretical context to the ideas 
discussed in the following chapters.
The modernist programme sought to rationally reduce 
architecture to its “lowest common denominator” 
(Frampton 2003: 9), essentially often de-urbanising 
buildings into object-based islands. Le Corbusier’s 
Plan Voisin for Paris removed the density and ‘street’ 
from a segment of Paris, transforming it into a series of 
enormous, repetitive residential high-rises, connected 
by a large network of roadways (Frampton 2003: 155). 
Le Cobusier exploited the motor vehicle, and reduced 
a dense urban environment to a sanitised, ordered, 
everything-in-its-place facility. This is perhaps where 
modernism can be most significantly criticised, at least 
from a post modernist perspective. The unforgiving 
simplification of the complex architectural form was an 
ingenious and necessary development, which matched 
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“I venture to propose that one has to regard oneself as an 
editing specialist who critically initiates choice through a 
process of translation of already assembled material.” 
(Richter 2001: 34). 
47Post modern context
mediate between the two, which seems to influence 
many architects today. It represents a shift away from 
the classical sense of city, usually a large environment 
bound by buildings, towards the reintroduction of 
landscape - be it through uncovering urban clues 
absorbed by the land and repeating them, inserting 
landscape elements into urban environments, inciting 
rest and play spaces, or literally installing landscapes 
into parts of the city. Foreign Office Architect’s 
Yokohama Ferry Terminal addresses this directly, as 
does Renzo Piano’s Parco Della Musica, and OMA’s 
Casa Da Música in Porto.
In a critique on postmodern urbanism, and when 
assessing it in the general context of policing, it is 
useful to analyse the effect of fear on a city. Fear 
shapes and defines the urban landscape, which in turn 
directly influences social interaction (Caldeira 2000: 
19). Postmodernism has enabled fear to negatively 
reassemble many urban centres. “The escapist nature 
of neo-traditionalist urban design may emit signals 
that the present is too unsavoury: let’s pretend it’s not 
here and go back to the good ol’days” (Ellin 1996: 
153). In Johannesburg the redevelopment of Main 
Street into a largely pedestrian strip, festooned with 
neo-classical ballasts and random mining-themed 
frivolities, was a direct response to inner-city fear. 
Business workers want to experience the ‘charm’ of an 
urban environment, so the city resorts to a postmodern 
‘theme park’ solution in the recreation of a pseudo ‘old-
style’ street. The experience or fantasy detaches the 
user from her immediate environment, creating a sense 
of safety in the otherness of the experience. This type 
of development in no way addresses the revitalisation 
of inner-city Johannesburg; it rather merely glosses 
over reality. Should Main Street have been designed as 
part of a vigorous urban and social mapping exercise, 
the results would have created an urban intervention 
far better suited to the current conditions of the city. 
The success of Main Street does, however, lie in the 
fact that infiltrating an urban strip with pedestrians 
immediately makes it safer, without the need for 
policing or mechanical surveillance. Foucault ascribes 
discipline to the “states of docility” surveillance trains 
in us, be it natural or mechanical (Foucault 1977: 201). 
In this way the neo-traditionalist urbanity, as described 
by Nan Ellin, succeeds in creating an environment of 
natural surveillance, similar to that of old town centres. 
The most apt solution therefore lies in adapting the 
urban model of the New Urbanists to complement 
the mapping process, using natural surveillance, and 
perhaps the sense of street and community as a layer 
in the conceptual matrix that a design response will 
evolve from.
It is necessary also to analyse an approach which 
deals directly with modernism itself, and the building 
and bland urbanity it produced, for methods in 
postmodernism might be able to reconstitute it via a 
light handed, sympathetic approach. Ilka and Andreas 
Ruby in Reconciling Modernism refer to “a new 
international style” which they feel is “plastering the 
world with its homogeneity” (Druot 2007: 11). They 
refer to Dresden as an example, where the perfectly 
acceptable Palast der Republik (1973 – 1976) is being 
torn down to make way for the reconstruction of the 
Standtschloss building, which the German Democratic 
Republic’s (GDR) Palast der Republik replaced (Druot 
2007: 13). They are essentially obliterating an element 
of their heritage. Dresden exists today in the way 
it does because of the GDR - “...a building is not a 
political subject...” (Druot 2007: 13). Ilka and Andreas 
Ruby contend that
 “...ultimately we owe our architectural and urban 
culture to a large extent to the fact that buildings often 
survived the ideological examples of those who built 
them” (Druot 2007: 13).
They cite the Parthenon and Hagia Sophia as 
examples. Buildings can change; it is this flexibility 
which saved the Parthenon, Hagia Sophia and 
many others, for in times of ideological shift, their 
functions changed to suit, temple to Christian 
church, Christian basilica to Islamic mosque (Druot 
2007: 13). Modernism offers us the cleanest slate 
for reinterpretation or intervention, and as Foucault 
describes, institutional buildings can house any 
institution - a prison can become an office block 
(McHoul 1993: 66). Such a strong contextualist 
argument has to be weighed up because 
contextualism, “...forces every new intervention into 
the formal pattern of the existing fabric” (Druot 2007: 
23). Architecture should acknowledge the existing, 
but not fall prey to it; abstraction, reinterpretation and 
transformation are thus important tools.
In light of these ideas, it is clear that much of the 
modernist urban agenda did not succeed, because it 
was planned to work in its entirety. A few modernist 
buildings in a city require a modernist city; they need 
a modernist infrastructure to support them. The points 
at which modernism is inserted into an existing urban 
fabric resemble not only urban disjunctures and spatial 
voids, but also reveal interesting formal opportunities, 
signs of urban stresses and tensions, clues to 
understanding the city. The resultant response needs 
to embrace context, richly understanding it, respecting 
the existing (for it exists!), and to search for points of 
reconfiguration – where external knowledge may assist 
in shaping the environment. The Johannesburg Central 
Police Station, as a series of insular office blocks and 
barracks, exists in absolute modernist detachment 
from the surrounding city fabric. The desired design 
approach should thus be one of integration, hybridity 
and social connectivity.
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backwards, like moving through a series of rooms, 
each containing different information. Should we wish 
to access other information, we enter a new address, 
and travel down the road to a different house. Should 
we not know where to find what we are looking for, we 
open up a yellow pages, or phone around: we search. 
The internet thus exists as a physical space which we 
are free to roam through at our leisure. 
It is the acceptance, manipulation and conscious use 
of networks which might best define this generation, 
and possibly also those to come. The more technology 
advances, the more accessible networks of information 
become, and equally the more integrated the body 
becomes with information, space, nature and society.
Modernism sought to interpret the machine as a model 
for society and architecture (Ellin 2006: 1), a closed 
system of parts, working in perfect harmony, creating 
sterilised replications of similar ideas. Postmodernism 
looked to the past as a model (Rand 1989: 17), 
integrating our history, or the histories of other places, 
with our modern lives – a larger woven network 
of past influences and present reinterpretations, 
usually sporting ‘tattered edges’ (Rand 1989: 17). 
Today, however, the network expands as technology 
advances. Nan Ellin advocates a new fascination with 
systems of ecology and new information technologies 
(2006: 1), a society of ‘connectedness and dynamism’ 
(2006: 2) which is constantly connected, plugged 
into everything at all times everywhere. This is the 
Facebook generation, where friends are friends 
because the internet has connected them, and all 
information is available to everyone, all the time. 
This absolute totality in communication and access 
to information begins to dissolve the greater network 
into an organic entity. As the network becomes 
self-adjusting and continually evolving (Ellin 2006: 
11) it begins to simulate nature, through a process 
of biomimicry. Architecture and society become 
‘permeable membranes’ (Ellin 2006: 11), films through 
which information is received, rejected and responded 
to. This could be a building organically opening itself 
up to cool, once it learns that it is too hot inside, an 
individual rejecting an email because it is clearly spam, 
or a group of people migrating to a spot, while on their 
mobile phones, where the signal is strongest.
Nan Ellin describes ‘flow’ as being the aim of this new 
urbanism which she describes as ‘Integral Urbanism’ 
(2006: 6). ‘Flow’ is a term devised by the psychologist 
Mihaly Csikszentmitialy which is an “intense experience 
situated between boredom and over-stimulation: 
(Ellin 2006:6). Flow is of course also a movement 
between two points, a flow of syrup from the bottle to 
the breakfast, a flow of information, traffic, blood. Flow 
always constitutes a network, for a network without 
flow cannot exist, it instantly fails. Flow as described 
by Csikszentmitialy exists in the in-between; it does 
not occur at point A or B; but between the two, it is 
the energy which the two points require in order to be 
connected. UN Studio describes flows as “sequences 
of exchange and interaction in the economic and 
symbolic structures of society” (Van Berkel and Bos 
2006: 314). Flow constitutes the element of time when 
introduced into space (Findley 2005: 6). Any element 
which moves between two points, travels in a direction 
at speed comprises flow. Flow thus exists as a set of 
vectors in space, trajectories of movement over time. 
Time through space, or spatio-temporality (as used 
by geographer David Harvey) (cited in Findley 2005: 
6), has drastically decreased as technology has 
developed. Information now travels through the same 
amount of space, but much quicker between two 
points, thus perceptually shortening space itself. “The 
space of flows is made up of localised networks that 
link up with global ones... the flow of the physical 
movement of people and goods reveals the relationship 
All exists as an integral part of a vast series of 
networks. Networks key into larger webs. Flows of 
information connect or bypass centres or bases, nodes 
or physical points around which the matrix exists. 
Networks occupy physical space, their presence 
usually experienced at the base points around which 
they exist. We answer a mobile phone, visit a police 
station, drive a car. It is the connector mechanism 
itself which is usually divorced from the experience of 
a greater network. We are at the mercy of successful 
connections in order for the network to function. The 
success of a network lies in the fact that should one 
connection be broken, all information can be re-routed 
to the same destination via other connections.
A network creates a physical space, which we 
experience continually. When accessing the internet, 
we are given the option of moving forward or 
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“A new mesh work finally starts to occur when 
directional vectors, sizes of speed, and variables 
of time are interwoven. This space can influence 
action but never define it.” (Richter 2001: 33)
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between duration and territorial use” (Van Berkal and 
Bos 2006: 314). Flow thus occurs in space, and has a 
direct influence on one’s perception of space in time. 
Flows are the connectors which bind spaces to each 
other, the information between two points, live emails 
in transit. Flow is a child cycling to school. Flow is the 
road. Flow is the energy exhausted by peddling. It is 
the ability to interpret the world rushing by. Flow is 
the connection. Successful architecture understands 
the flows around it, feeds off them, feeds into them, 
embraces and reinterprets them.
Flow, as used by Nan Ellin, describes places which 
“offer choice and may be experienced in different 
ways” (Ellin 2006: 6). She describes them as having 
“interesting and unexpected detours and zigzags... 
because people require varying amounts of stimulation 
to be in flow” (Ellin 2006: 6). Anything in flow, such as 
information in a network, is focused and held by ebbs. 
Like boulders in a river, they divert its course. Physical 
and information barriers merely present several options 
instead of the obvious stop. A river could flow to the 
left of the boulder, over it, under it or split around it. An 
individual can walk around the lamp post, climb over 
it, even break it down. Similarly if, when searching 
the internet you reach a site with no valuable focused 
information, you go back and try another route. Ebbs 
are thus important elements to study when looking at 
flows, for they refocus flow, redirect it, slow it down, 
or intensify it. Unsuccessful architecture classically 
resembles an obtrusive urban ebb, a point around 
which flow merely occurs, because it does not connect 
physically to the movement - it is neither point A nor 
point B, but merely an obstacle. Architecture should 
thus work as an integrated urban ebb in reconstituting 
the flow of an urban environment. Specific interventions 
could, like acupuncture needles on a patient’s back, 
refocus or realign urban chi or energy (Ellin 2006: 121). 
Thus architecture in tune with its urban environment 
will latch onto numerous urban flows, using ebbs to 
influence the flow, enriching the urban experience, 
integrating the architecture into its greater environment, 
its greater network.
Ebb and flow constitute the dynamic mechanisation of 
a place or system. They are the content of a network 
or context – they are why the context exists. Ebb and 
flow define contexts, for “nothing exists in isolation, 
only in relation (or context)” (Ellin 2006: 83). An 
understanding of the intricacies between content and 
context, in relation to an architectural concept, is thus 
an important step when analysing a network of space. 
Bernard Tschumi describes this relationship as follows: 
“The concept may negate or ignore the circumstances 
that surround it, while the context may blur or dampen 
the precision of an architectural idea” (Tschumi 2004: 
11). He continues to describe three relationships which 
might exist between concept and context: indifference, 
reciprocity and conflict. These would be achieved 
through the careful manipulation of the urban flow by 
the architecture, each result created to respond to a 
different context or network of flows. 
Context, as described by Nan Ellin, comes from the 
Latin word contextere meaning to weave together 
or make connections (2006: 56). The architectural 
concept should thus be designed to respond 
differently to various urban flows, fostering the 
“seamless organisation of disconnected parts” (Van 
Berkel and Bos 2006: 27). Architecture and urban 
environments should thus exist because they are part 
of a context, a network of flows – like an organism 
thriving in a mutualist relationship with its host. A clear 
understanding of a building’s context and the various 
ebbs and flows therein, as opposed to an object-based, 
insular, static architecture, is of prime importance in 
achieving an architecture born of its environment.
“Projects in urban design, architecture, and landscape 
architecture that aren’t made with an understanding of 
flows and connectivity are destined to fail.” (Hill cited in 
Ellin 2006: 15)
Hybridisation is a systematic act of connection, 
reinterpretation and creation. Nan Ellin describes 
hybridisation in urbanism as that which “connects 
people and activities at points of intensity and along 
thresholds” (2006: 18). Hybridisation is a process 
which borrows from multiple sources in order to create 
a stronger product, as opposed to relying on the 
strengths and weaknesses of one source (Ellin 2006: 
18). Hybridisation is thus the natural continuation of 
best understanding context. It advocates the multiple 
assessment of many systems and flows which 
together form a cohesive, multi-dimensional source for 
design. These sources are to be read, reinterpreted 
and understood, resulting in an architecture better 
grounded in the reality of its context.
As architecture and urbanism diversify their influences 
and the systems off which they exist, so they begin 
to better represent natural organisms, highly complex 
systems which exist in sensitive networks. This 
biomimicry is perhaps the next obvious step in the 
development and expansion of networks in design. 
Architecture and urbanity as nature, “the contemporary 
city as a material organisation” (Van Berkel and Bos 
2005: 314).
I therefore advocate that architecture acknowledges 
and understands the complexities of context, and 
attempts to discover and interpret the network of flows 
which form and support any environment. It is only 
through the successful creation of architecture as 
an integrated system that the urban intervention will 
continue to thrive and survive, for it will organically 
adapt and evolve as its context changes. 
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> CHORA’s project 
for the Constantini Museum of 
South American Art in Buenos 
Aires (998). An emotive 
model depicts an architectural 
response to an intricate mapping 
process. (Bunschoten 2002: 7) 
“The city exists in memory, in the desire to remember, 
in the desire to forget, in the simultaneous construction 
of memory and forgetfulness.” (Bunschoten 1998: 6)
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Traces
Our dynamic experience of the city needs to be 
understood in terms of urban traces, markers of urban 
incident which fade over time, collectively uniting into 
a group urban identity or characteristic (Bunschoten 
1998: 6). Should a person recall a good shopping 
experience at a corner shop, he will return there, re-
establishing an urban trace. Should many individuals 
return to the shop because of their memory or because 
of the advice of the first person, the character of the 
urban environment will change, for many people now 
associate this particular urban corner with a favourable 
retail experience. Perceptions and memory are altered, 
and therefore so is the city. The urban trace depends 
heavily on time. Like accurate memory, it perhaps 
widens and fades, loosing precision and truthfulness 
as time lengthens. These emotive markers in a city 
are also responsible for an environment’s identity. 
As markers, names, urban icons and memorials are 
erected and altered ‘to ensure the reconstitution of 
memory’ (Bunschoten 1998: 6), lengthening the time 
the traces remain.
UN Studio named these traces the ‘after image’ (Van 
Berkel and Bos 2006: 376) and applied them directly 
to architecture. They described the term as literally 
referring to the image which light burns into the eye, 
when it is stared at for a sustained period (Van Berkel 
and Bos 2006: 376). The image remains, when the eye 
is closed, bright electric forms against a dark lid, which 
begin to slowly deconstruct. 
“It is the function of time to render obsolete all forms of 
utility, including the function of iconography. Eventually 
all that remains are the mute after images of buildings; 
over the abandoned constructs of the past only the eye 
continues to rove, loosened from the bonds of use and 
signage.” (Van Berkel and Bos 2006: 375)
The lingering image or perception of buildings relates 
directly to the memory of urban experiences, both are 
interconnected traces of experience. Raoul Bunschoten 
describes these metaphysical phenomena as ‘proto- 
urban conditions,’ the “emotive spaces of a city that 
need recognition” (1998: 22). Nan Ellin advocates 
an urbanism that evolves from intuition, experience, 
feelings, opinions, contexts, relationships and process 
(Ellin 2006: 129). This is an urbanism and architecture 
of vulnerability, a sensitive ‘tentacular’, catalytic form of 
intervention, in tune with the context, as opposed to a 
heavy handed, tabula rasa or even a master planning 
solution which was so important to modernism (Ellin 
2006: 121). 
At the same time, the architectural or urban 
intervention has to retain a sense of authenticity, a true 
understanding of ‘self and meaning’ (Ellin 2006: 113). 
The ability to reformat traces and emotive energies 
into structure and form, as described by Ellin, “follows 
fiction, finesse, finance and fear” (Ellin 2006: 99). This 
is a problematic truth, because form should not result 
from false truths or borrowed images, uncompromising 
egos, the bottom line or rampant paranoia. Architecture 
needs to read and understand the authentic traces, 
real emotional responses within a context. A plant in 
a dark box will grow towards the light, because it is 
programmed to do so. The plant needs light to survive, 
so it will adapt itself to receive maximum light, not 
just the meagre beam which strikes it once a day. 
Architecture has to be like the plant, programmed 
to tap into the life forces around it, grabbing them in 
totality, thriving on the life of a context. 
“Architecture is an ‘in-between,’ an adaptation of 
nature, its completion, in and through which man can 
develop and experience his individuality, his humanity.” 
(Bekaert 1988: 29)
As we navigate any environment, we leave behind 
signs of our present body, a trail of existence, a residue 
of energy. The decisions we make, the routes we 
meander along, our feelings and social interactions all 
leave behind traces. These vestiges usually exist in 
our memory, be it collective or individual. Experiences 
are framed by the environment in which they occurred. 
Architecture and the built environment exist as the 
jogging devices for these memories; they, together 
with natural elements are the markers we weave our 
memories into, for everything happened somewhere. 
Remembering a place unlocks a series of thoughts, 
emotions and memories connected to it. These emotive 
markers we leave behind as we experience any 
environment are essential in giving us clues to how we 
read and remember that which we’ve experienced, or 
respond to that which we have not.
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> Landscape mapping 
of Johannesburg’s south-
western quadrant, depicting 
the area’s contours in relation 
to its trees, urban form and the 
Johannesburg Central Police 
Station. The thick black line 
follows the Fordsburg spruit.
“We are building too many walls and not enough bridges.” (Scott Carson cited in Ellin 2006: 16)
“A boundary is not that at which something stops but... [it] is that from which 
something begins its essential unfolding.” (Heidegger 1971: 356)
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(Bunschoten 1998: 19). The first skin tears through 
the second at points, as if the second has worn away 
in parts, due to their conflicting speeds and inherent 
frictions. Urban environments should be created in 
unison with the earth, one entity existing at the same 
speed, celebrating similar properties. The landscape 
should be folded into urbanity as opposed to being 
framed by it (Ellin 2006: 14), its plasticity embraced and 
not fought. 
Coop Himmelb(l)au describe the interior of their their 
UFA Cinema, Dresden, as “an outside space, which 
just so happens to be covered over” (Prix 2005: 201). 
Architecture and urban environments, like soil, need 
to be porous. Buildings need to dissolve away at the 
edges, perhaps even break apart, to blur the boundary 
between the insular, carpeted interior and the savage, 
uncontrolled elements of nature. A morning breeze 
drifting through the city should awaken the clerk at 
his computer. Nan Ellin describes urban porosity as 
a “spatial porosity at the scale of the city, achieved 
when permeable membranes separate and unite 
buildings from and with the surrounding physical and 
cultural landscape” (2006: 76). Porosity is not only 
physical but should exist at a functional level too. 
For nature is never one thing, a leaf does not only 
have one function. Nature exists in the blurred lines 
between various complex networks and systems of 
function. Our lives are over simplified and cheapened 
by uni-functional experiences. Technology, in making 
our lives more efficient, has cross-pollinated functions 
into hybrid systems. Functions are combined, altered 
and intensified through new and different forms of 
integration. Architecture should do the same. The post 
office should bleed into the boutique clothing store, into 
the operating theatre, into mass transport, in the same 
way in which we breathe in air, which is filtered into our 
blood, into our flesh and into our brains. All respond 
to the same change, organically, immediately, through 
porous borders.
Borders in urban environments exist as places of 
great dynamism and exchange. At the edge, an 
overlap occurs – be it cultural, physical or economic. 
The edge is also where landscape best integrates 
with the urban fabric, where its presence is best felt 
and observed. Ellin describes how 90% of all living 
things exist along ecological boundaries, because 
conditions are usually most favourable there, and 
more sustenance exists (2006: 82). Her urbanism 
of translucency tries to reintegrate the boundary or 
threshold in opposition to modernism’s removal of it 
or post modernism’s strengthening of it. It is therefore 
imperative to explore the boundary, understand what 
exists on urban thresholds, what overlaps occur – how 
architecture can be used as a tool for understanding 
the edge, embracing it, defining or ignoring it. The 
boundary must be connected to central places of 
intensity, linking intensity to the edge is essential 
in bridging the in-between, creating a strong urban 
network as opposed to a lively centre and a successful 
periphery. Ellin describes hybridisation as the tool to 
connect thresholds and points of intensity (2006: 18), 
essentially the urban periphery / surrounding landscape 
and the greater urban centres.
Ana Maria Torres in her essay on Carme Pinós 
describes the sculpture of an architecture which fosters 
a continuous flow of space, where in the dialogue 
between the interior and exterior landscape users are 
‘suspended in the landscape’ (Torres 2003: 9). Such an 
architecture, which understands the earth or landscape 
as an integral element of design in any context, 
will exist in greater harmony with the surrounding 
environment, as it has substantially acknowledged the 
earth, like any organic form. Existing lines and hidden 
histories are translated into an architecture which feeds 
into its context, rooting itself in the greatest possible 
reality.
The earth is scratched, seared, manipulated, marked 
by humanity. We reconstitute ‘blank’ landscape into a 
legible network, we construct identity, impose order. 
The urban professional “moulds, erodes and moves 
earth to accommodate” (Torres 2003: 9). Architecture 
should exist as a response to landscape lines, existing 
etches in the earth (Torres 2003: 10) as it should 
respond to the flows of greater networks and emotive 
traces.
Raoul Bunschoten divides the landscape into two 
strata or ‘skins’. The first is where humanity exists, 
the physical ground beneath our feet, a place of 
constant, unpredictable movement, of vast physical 
features and complexities (Bunschoten 1998: 19). The 
second skin exists as a foreign surface, it is the city. It 
moves differently, attaches to the first skin in changing 
ways – it mimics but also defies the crust of the earth 
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> Interior of the 
Centro Ciência Viva. Note the 
responsive LEDs inserted into 
the building’s window panes. 
(Bossi 2008: )
>> The building 
emerges from a built up town 
and cantilevers over the river, 
confronting nature. 
(Bossi 2008: 28)
>> Exterior perspective 
of the urban extension 
culminating in the architectural 
form. Planes emerge from the 
landscape and fold into each 
other, shaping the building.
> Student workstations. 
(Bossi 2008: 4)
>> Plan of the simple, 
folding building.
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> The Centro Ciência 
Viva straddling the line 
between the urbanised town 
and its surrounding natural 
environment. (Bossi 2008: 0)
7Centro Ciência Viva
Precedent Study
Centro Ciência Viva, Bragança
Guilia de Appolonia
“A boundary is not that at which something stops but... 
[it] is that from which something begins its essential 
unfolding.” (Heidegger 1971: 356)
This intervention’s success lies in the dynamic public 
space it creates, a series of long ramps converge on 
the roof of the facility creating an interesting, raised 
public space. The concrete form continues as the 
ramps combine and fall inwards, into the building. The 
interior, a white cell of polished surfaces, contrasts 
with the wild, flowing nature beyond its windows, and 
chooses to reinterpret it, scientifically – instead of 
physically consuming or assuming it. Small LEDs, set 
in the window frames, visualise data from weather 
sensors on the outside of the building, creating a 
unified pulsing light, which in sixteen configurations 
serves to explain the current weather and predict any 
changes. (Bossi 2008: 34).
The building essentially represents a buried UFO, a 
foreign, alien form enveloped in nature and urbanity, 
reading its surroundings, feeding its experience back to 
its users. 
Here landscape integrally envelops architecture, as 
a continuation of that which exists, a full stop to two 
streets. A careful analysis of flows and urban traces 
has resulted in a building of its place, where ramps 
continue the urban experience, creating charged 
public environments. Heavy concrete extends the 
town, while glossy, transparent glass absorbs nature. 
A different environment is created within the centre 
that adequately supports learning, clear uncluttered 
simplicity, while the exterior grew to react to and defend 
the interior experience from nature.
Learning in a playful and calm environment is 
particularly important for children when trying to 
understand complex scientific concepts. The Centro 
Ciência Viva in eastern Portugal creates an inspiring 
learning environment while providing the small 
town of Bragança with an iconic urban architectural 
intervention, of the type postcards so readily depict.
Guilia de Appolonia’s insertion actively energises a 
quiet edge of the restful town, stretching old roads 
out, across a bend in a small river, remastering and 
invigorating a neglected place. Her design exists as 
a formal cantilever of an urban fabric, extending it 
outwards into nature, so as to force a co-mingling 
of the two forces. A tension is created as the centre 
pierces the river bend. It is successfully held, and 
serves to enhance the spectator’s experience of the 
flowing water.
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> A storyboard from the 
1982 film, Blade Runner. 
(media.bladezone.com)
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as the variable. The slower I walk down a street, the 
longer my experience of the space around me, and 
the better I understand my body in relation to it. Where 
I to run down the same street, my spatial experience 
would be significantly different. Spatial experience 
thus exists as the perception of a spatial constraint in 
relation to a body, over time. This is important because 
architecture and urban design often fail to look at time 
as an integral design element. It is precisely time which 
moulds spatial experience. It is the flow which activates 
space. It is essentially the fourth dimension in our daily 
experience (Prix 2005: 250). Movement through space 
thus has to be designed, together with movement 
through time, creating an architecture of ‘dynamism 
and flexibility’ (Ellin 2006: 2).
In order to facilitate the inclusion of time into the 
design process, architectural and urban spaces should 
be designed as a series of three-dimensional film 
stills (Prix 2005: 200). These would comprise broken 
experiences through time, which when played out like 
a flip book, can be experienced as the frames are 
combined into movement, space and structure. 
It is the very image of space, the drawing or modelling 
of it, which makes it real. Virtual space or ‘cyber-
space’ exists because information flows through it 
(Findley 2005: 7). Space is thus not only an aid to 
flow, it occupies the base nodes in a network. Space 
is all encompassing, and may exist for eternity, but 
can only be experienced when activated by a flow, 
be it information on a trans-Atlantic cable or tourists 
marching between two pyramids. The internet, a 
parallel space, a very real space, is experienced 
through flat screens. It exists but is uninhabitable 
by human mass. It is however occupied by human 
interest and communication – a different flow from, say, 
movement within buildings, though we still have chat 
‘rooms’, ‘addresses’ and entire worlds (as in the case 
of Second Life – www.secondlife.com). 
Just as the internet exists as a space, so does the 
drawn image, because a similar flow of thoughts 
and reason flows through it, awakening it. Coop 
Himmelb(l)au “no longer considered the drawing an 
architectural drawing, but instead, an imprint of the 
emotions of the future space” (Prix 2005: 190). The 
diagram becomes an accessible tool for understanding 
the complexities of space and time. The drawing is 
able to interpret Bunschoten’s proto-urban conditions, 
described previously. The hand is able to interpret 
a context, easily ‘absorbing the idiosyncratic’ (Cook 
1989: 9). The static image records space in time like 
a photograph – or projects what the experience might 
be after construction. The map is thus a good example 
to look at when considering the capturing of space in 
time and constitutes a view of space at a given point in 
history.
“... in the map, Richter is not simply supplying data for 
subsequent design, but the material of the design itself. 
This also means that her ‘architecture’ is not informed 
by information, but is rather a result of the form of 
information.” (Vidler in Richter 2001: 15)
The diagram, or drawn image thus acts as a map. 
It interprets a subject in a subjective way. A map is 
always authored like a drawing, whether produced 
by a person or a mechanism. It exists as a form 
of information, an interpretation – it is that form of 
information which then informs the design process. The 
image as map or digital format, becomes the subject 
– in many instances it replaces the real subject in the 
design process. The drawing is thus the site, the family 
on their way to school, the distance between the road 
and the garage. The real information is replaced by 
an interpretation of reality, perhaps an abstraction. 
This step is important in accurately analysing a 
context from a certain point of view. So space is never 
Complex space is best understood when perceived 
through the eyes of time (Prix 2005: 250). As has been 
established, space and time are in constant flux and 
flow acts as the mechanism through which time is 
introduced into space. 
 “The occupation of space is the first proof of 
existence.” (Le Corbusier quoted in Findley 2005: 5) 
Spatial occupation could be understood primarily as a 
displacement of air, as the human body moves through 
an environment. Spatial experience, however, is 
different from merely occupying space, as the element 
of time is introduced. Experience thus essentially exists 
as a timeline. In a graph measuring spatial experience 
of a body, space would exist as the constant, and time 
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> Created for the 
2002 Swiss National Expo in 
Yverdon-Les-Bains by architect 
duo, Diller and Scofidio, the blur 
pavilion was designed as a man-
made cloud. Small pressured 
jets sprayed a continuous 
flow of water into the air, 
creating the changing, moving, 
environmentally responsive 
sculpture. 
(www.designboom.com) 
(www.ebcak.com) 
(www.dillerscofidio.com)
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> A heritage building 
in Ferreirasdorp occupied by 
squatters.
“...the language of models penetrates a wide range of discursive layers. Condensing 
the results of multiple investigations in a model with clearly defined, universal 
parameters is vital to the scientific process of verification and communication. It is 
much more effective than communicating individual cases...” (Van Berkel and Bos 2006: 17)
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essentially sand blasted in, and spaces which bravely 
enhance and intensify the sensory experience. Spaces 
of complicated overlap and dynamic form, which 
intelligently reconfigure themselves, move. They inject 
their users with multiple rounds of adrenaline. Time is 
at the centre of this spatial design and programming, 
because time decides when each approach is 
necessary. Like a roller-coaster ride, the fall is 
intensified by the slow climb, which is followed by less 
intense experiences. Private spaces and those which 
have to be frequently accessed, like kitchens and 
bathrooms, public toilets perhaps, should be spatially 
programmed to cleanse the mind – relax the over 
stimulated body. Public spaces, spaces of dynamism 
and movement, however, should be perceptively 
energetic on multiple levels.
The diagram thus exists as the tool in creating such 
spaces, because it is able to combine existing spatial 
truths with concepts and impressions. The diagram 
however falls short today, because the process of 
designing as a storyboard of images is increasingly 
repetitive and unnecessarily time consuming. The 
design of lines, thus has to be replaced by the design 
of models, networks of information. The process must 
advance to keep up with what society demands from 
architecture, spaces as immense and creative as those 
experienced in movies, spaces designed by information 
networks which lock into greater information networks.
The design model thus, as advocated in this chapter, 
is an accessible process, important in achieving an 
architecture of spatiomental depth, so desired by 
our generation. The diagram is essential as an input 
device, a method to create the basis on which the 
model acts, the map, the first concept sketch – a 
direction.
captured or projected accurately, it always exists as 
an interpretation. The drawing or map then exists as 
a representation and interpretation, as read by the 
author. 
“Cartographers manufacture power. They create a 
spatial panopticon.” (Harley quoted in Findley 2005: 8)
Richter terms this layering of a mental concern in a 
map together with the factual, spatial mapping inherent 
in most maps ‘Spatiomental constructs’ – “diagrams 
that are both figures of an alternative architecture 
and strategies for its conceptualisation and mutation” 
(Richter 2001: 17). Spatiomental constructs are thus 
important tools in understanding spatial complexities 
in relation to spatial concerns and existing realities. 
Space therefore initially exists in the mind of the 
architect, as a response to a concept and context 
– this is then reinterpreted or formed as a diagram. The 
diagram therefore exists as the first embodiment of the 
new space.
“Developing your own diagram... begins with defining 
its parameters. The diagrams we made tended to 
accentuate the effects of the interaction between 
different actors. This... generated new insights into 
the developmental potential of locations in an integral 
manner.” (Van Berkel and Bos 2006: 15)
A media world exists today of highly developed 
forms of instantaneous visual stimulation, knowledge 
and entertainment. Our minds are thus attuned to 
increasing amounts of visual and sensory complication. 
The spaces of our new century should thus exist in 
two forms, that which the body can escape to, to 
recover from the intense sensory experience it is 
62
> View of the fenced 
urban space at the foot of the 
police station with the traffic of 
Commissioner Street passing by.
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basic character will change, be it slightly or completely. 
People might slow down, avoid certain parts which they 
previously frequented, lose memories replaced by the 
intervention, and parts of the environment might begin 
to decay with the emergence of new hubs.
In understanding urban traces or meridians, one is 
required to study the affected area thoroughly and 
produce a manifestation of the forces discovered. 
Raoul Bunschoten uses a complex modelling 
process to represent the energies he discovers in 
the analysis of many public environments such as 
those shown at his ‘Liminal Bodies’ exhibition in New 
York (Bunschoten 1998: 45). Due to the subjective 
nature of understanding environmental energies and 
idiosyncrasies, the representation or mapping of the 
site exists as an interpretation, a personal or collective 
response to a set of flows. This map becomes the ‘new 
real’ described by Richter, an intuitive representation by 
the cartographer, which serves to create visual traces 
of unknown phenomena.
Here, the area of Ferreirasdorp, defined by Marshall 
Street to the west, Market Street to the north, Fox 
Street to the south and Ntemi Piliso Street to the west, 
was mapped in a variety of ways in order to generate 
an intuitive map of urban forces. The process was 
divided into four areas, functional mapping, community 
mapping, urban intensity mapping and urban form 
mapping.
The first mapping system looked at the commercial 
and public functions of the study area, creating points 
of functional intensity. In the second, the greater 
community of Ferreirasdorp was engaged in order to 
map more metaphysical phenomena, such as places 
of important memory or community boundaries. The 
third mapping process aimed to uncover points of 
general intensity, areas of focus such as high upkeep 
or extended periods of loitering. The urban form was 
then mapped - speeds were analysed, the landscape 
between the buildings was assessed, and so were 
the changing shadows of the area. Finally all the 
separately discovered urban traces were overlaid onto 
one another, graphically representing a set of flows and 
intensities, where each intensity or flow’s meaning was 
negligible for it merely represented a focus of energy.  
This interpretation of the study site then served as a 
base off which the design could begin to conceptualise, 
preferably not emulating the represented traces 
formally. This would have removed authenticity from 
the design conception – for it would have existed as an 
interpretation of an interpretation. The design aimed 
rather to assess the discovered flows and serve to link 
into them, to enhance, diminish or match their focal 
intensities.        
“For when the same space is forced to comprise 
multiple spatial contents, revealing their inherent 
conflicts and contradictions through layering, 
transparency, translucency, morphing, and 
transposition, then the result is not so much a denial of 
the real but a projection of a new real.” (Richter 2001: 
16)
The new real which Richter describes exists in the flow 
and force of an environment, a network of energy. This 
hidden metaphysical layer needs to be understood, 
interpreted and made visible when attempting, as 
a built environment professional, to reconstitute it. 
Any insertions into any place will alter its existing 
flow ‘stability’, and should therefore take heed of the 
insertion’s possible effects. This goes further than, 
say, the diversion of a road, as the environment’s 
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> This map labels the 
functions of the buildings in the 
study area which is demarcated 
by a grey line.
6
: Lines connect like 
functions in the study area, 
creating functional groupings.
> School supply stores
>> Automotive industries
> Food industry
>> Wholesale retail
> Government 
institutions
>> All mapped networks 
combined
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The mapping of commercial and public functions in 
the study area sought to uncover areas of commercial 
intensity, not necessarily the busiest shops, but areas 
where similar functions chose to situate themselves. 
This mapping process began with the mapping of all 
of the functions of the study area - connecting all like 
functions to each other. These were then overlaid, 
creating a complex mesh of lines. In order to accurately 
uncover points where like functions were concentrated, 
half of the longest lines mapped were removed, thus 
negating those connections or relationships. This 
established like concentrations, which were then 
replaced by lines of varying thickness: the thickest 
representing strips of high intensity (more lines existed 
there), thinner lines representing lesser, but still 
important intensities. The final map thus depicts the 
traces which exist between nearby, similar functions.
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> Functional networks 
are then simplified by removing 
half of the longest lines to 
uncover points where like 
functions were concentrated, 
creating zones of functional 
intensity. These were then 
simplified graphically into 
functional traces, where thicker 
lines denoted a greater intensity 
in the functional network.
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> Final functional 
traces.
67Functional mapping
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> Community mapping 
card, front and back.
69
> Community mapping 
card collection box.
> Tabulated community 
mapping  written
responses.
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In order to understand a local impression of the study 
area, it was necessary to employ a community mapping 
exercise. The process was named the Ferreirasdorp 
Community Mapping Project. Cards, as depicted, were 
distributed to residences, shops and offices across the 
study area. They contained clear instructions about the 
purpose of the exercise and what inhabitants needed to 
complete, should they be so willing.
The exercise called on community members to list a 
number of conceptual ideas, such as their favourite 
building or memory of the area. They were asked to 
position their experiences or community readings on a 
map on the reverse of the card. Through this process 
the knowledge which daily users of Ferreirasdorp 
possess about their environment was mapped and 
uncovered providing the proto-urban mapping process 
with invaluable, direct community insight. Of the 100 
cards distributed, 33 were returned to the boxes 
located in two Commissioner Street shops. The 
mapping process was successfully completed on 80% 
of these returned cards, and the results were combined 
and depicted in the maps on the following pages, with 
each icon representing the mapping symbols supplied 
by the respondee.
The three predominant communities of Ferreirasdorp, 
the Chinese, Indian and transient, squatter 
communities, were then combined onto separate, 
overlapping maps, as the experience, memories and 
impressions of each community was distinct. Like 
points were connected and overlaid onto each other, 
with all three separate communities being combined 
as each was mapped. The final result of the mapping 
process was achieved through the same distillation 
process which was applied to the functional mapping. 
The final map represents local impressions, points of 
emotional intensity and strong community boundaries.
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> The individual 
mapping responses of the 
community mapping project 
combined.
7
: Maps establishing 
the links between  community 
experiences and memories.
> The first column 
represents the respondents of 
Chinese heritage, the second, 
those of Indian heritage and 
the third column represents 
respondents of other heritages.
The first row maps memory, the 
second row depicts places liked 
by each respective community, 
and the third represents those 
spaces disliked.
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> Emotive traces and 
boundaries drawn from the 
community mapping exercise on 
page 7.
7
: The intensities, 
mapped by the community, are 
represented as gradients where 
the darker the tone, the higher 
the number of respondents who 
selected that point.
> Memory
>> Like
> Dislike
>> Live or work
> All gradients overlaid
>> Final emotive 
intensities
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Intensities
This gradient-based mapping exercise graphically 
represents the information gathered in the community 
mapping exercise and that gathered through fieldwork. 
The study area was divided into a grid into which the 
values generated by the community or the fieldwork 
were inputted, with each cell responding to the numeric 
value with a colour. The deeper the tone, the more 
intense the mapped experience at that point. 
Initially all the community responses were overlaid and 
simplified into a few points of intensity, then opposing 
urban traits such as slow spaces and fast spaces were 
also overlaid and simplified. All the simplified intensity 
markers were then collated into a map representing 
physical points of heightened focus.
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: Similar to the 
process shown on page 7, 
areas were assigned a number 
which corresponded to the 
concentration of the mapped 
phenomena at that point. The 
darker the tone, the greater the 
intensity. Fields in opposition 
were overlaid to determine  a set 
of intensities. For example urban 
upkeep was best depicted in the 
overlap of points of complete 
degeneration and noticeable 
care.
> Upkeep / improvement
>> Void / degeneration
> Overlaid
>> Intensities
7
> Impermanence
>> Permanence
> Overlaid
>> Intensities
7Intensities
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> Loitering / slow 
movement
>> Fast movement
> Overlaid
>> Intensities
77
> All the points of 
greatest intensity overlaid.
77Intensities
78
> Icons are represented 
as dark forms, and sight fields as 
grey gradients emanating from 
points of previously mapped, 
emotive intensity (depicted with 
asterisks). Dotted lines represent 
major sightlines and views.
79
> View east down 
Commissioner Street, of the 
prominent Metropolitan Life 
building.
79
Urban form mapping
Sightlines and icons
Sightlines and icons
In a complex urban environment, iconic structures and 
features serve as strong orientation devices. Likewise, 
interesting sightlines and views within a city serve to 
enhance the urban experience. Ferreirasdorp, because 
of its perimeter location in the inner city, is able to take 
full advantage of interesting sightlines, particularly to 
the south west and east down Commissioner Street. 
Views of iconic features, such as the M1 freeway, 
the Metropolitan Life building, the Carlton Centre and 
Museum Africa are also possible because of the area’s 
relatively low, soft urban form.
This map represents views to icons as dotted lines 
radiating outwards towards them. The intensity points 
for the community mapping exercise are shown on this 
map with asterisks, and it is outwards from these that 
overlapping fields of vision are created. The darker the 
space, the more potentially observed it is.
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> The varying vehicular 
speeds of this south-western 
quadrant of the inner city are 
visually depicted with changing 
line thickness and rhythm - the 
longer and thicker the line, the 
greater the speed and flow. All 
flows are simplified into one 
graphic representation of the 
major speeds (bottom right).
8
> The western edge 
of Commissioner Street as 
it becomes Main Reef Road 
beneath the M highway.
8
Speed
Speed
The urban landscape of the study area is defined, as 
many peripheral inner city corridors are, by intense 
vehicular movement. The rapid, multi-directional pace 
of the M1 highway forms a spine to the eastern edge 
of the inner city, which Ferreirasdorp precariously and 
disjointedly intersects. Here Main Reef Road, a major 
western industrial arterial route meets the inner city and 
through a bend in the road becomes Commissioner 
Street, the main street of the historical centre. This 
constant east-west movement is fed by a larger, yet 
slower network, the eastern edge of the city grid. 
A set of three successive maps represents speed as 
a dashed line, the faster the speed the longer the line. 
The first represents speeds upwards of 80km/h, the 
second, 60km/h and the third, 40km/h. The final map 
abstracts the major speeds into bold barrier lines, as 
fast moving walls to an integrated urban experience.
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> A shadow analysis of 
the south-western quadrant of 
the inner city. 
The first column depicts the 
area’s shadows at 7:00, the 
second at 2:00 and the third at 
7:00.
The first row depicts the summer 
solstice, the second depicts the 
equinox and the third shows the 
winter solstice. 
8
> The dark void 
between the M highway and the 
Bus Factory.
8
Shadow
Shadow
The movement of light and shadow across 
Ferreirasdorp clearly demonstrates urban density and 
building height, as well as the impact of some larger 
buildings on their smaller neighbours. Darker city 
spaces are often associated with greater decay as 
compared with lighter more open areas. It is therefore 
important to understand the movement of shadows, 
where they linger, when they disappear, and when 
they extend to their greatest lengths. The area around 
the M1 for example remains in constant shadow, be 
it on the east during the morning or the west in the 
evening. The JCPS also creates an extensive shadow 
throughout the afternoon, which in winter casts a cold 
freeze over the surrounding buildings.
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> All of the simplified 
mapping results were gradually 
overlaid onto each other, 
resulting in the final  map of 
boundaries, intensities and 
flows.
8
> The final result of 
the entire mapping process 
decontextualised.
8
Urban mapping 
interpretation
“To understand the potential of these mixtures 
[proto-urban motors driving change, catastrophe and 
innovation] one must create models that show their 
nature and composition. To intervene, one has to 
create mechanisms that connect them to local sites 
and structures, after understanding these with rigorous 
fieldwork and observation.” (Bunschoten 1998: 7)
In producing a final map of the forces inherent in the 
study area, all of the previous mapping exercises are 
combined, in their final form. The final map constitutes 
a graphic expression of the urban traces and intensities 
established during the entire mapping process. In this 
map, the meaning of the individual lines is removed 
and decontextualised. The final result is thus an 
expression of complex flows, irrespective of their 
specific component meanings. The map represents a 
Urban mapping 
interpretation
86
> The final map 
explained with labels, shown in 
context, with the Johannesburg 
Central Police Station 
demarcated in grey.
87
> The final map with 
points of desired intensity 
marked in grey.
> The final map 
expressed on the urban form of 
the south-western inner city.
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focus of energies, and urban pattern. It is a base for the 
evolution of the design, a unique, site specific reading, 
an ‘after image’.
In interpreting the final map it is clear that the 
Johannesburg Central Police Station exists as a void. 
Its position remains blank, hardly affected by any 
intensity points or trace lines. Commissioner Street 
between Alexander and Ntemi Piliso streets holds the 
greatest focus, with varied intensity markers clustering 
around certain points. These seem to include the 
Transvaal United Chinese Club, the Transvaal Chinese 
Association and the area between Orient House and 
the old law offices of Nelson Mandela to the south. It 
is also interesting, although not entirely surprising, that 
the area between the major intensity groupings is also 
the most observed. The points of intensity, memory 
and spatial importance understandably seem to be 
connected with points of heritage, memory, historical 
relevance and association, while areas of softer urban 
fabric, such as the automotive industries to the south of 
the police station hold less prominence on the map.
In an attempt to enhance the experiential and 
metaphysical intensity of the study area, it is important 
to assess which points require the injection of intensity 
and which need the intensity moved or freed-up. 
These points are areas of urban intervention, where 
an architectural element, a programmatic change 
or an urban reconfiguration can rewire the existing 
forces, redirecting or enhancing the network, creating a 
more dynamic, extended and more sustainable urban 
experience.
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> Movement maps are 
able to depict various flows 
and congestions in the daily 
use of the building. Here the 
policeman’s movement was 
mapped in blue, the pedestrian 
visitor’s movement in orange, 
and the detainee in red. 
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> The current functional 
arrangement of the police 
station, with much space taken 
up by provincial services. These 
can be relocated back to the 
provincial office (Naidoo 2008).
> The  area in black 
denotes problematic space. 
The singular public entrance 
and the multiple building 
entrances cause confusion 
and disorientation, as does 
the staircase between blocks 
A and B which exists as the 
only interface between the 
two buildings. Detainees are 
sometimes brought in through 
the front of the charge office, 
which is problematic for the 
general public who use the 
charge office as the police 
station’s front desk.
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JCPS Mapping
JCPS Mapping
The urban mapping process confirmed that the 
Johannesburg Central Police Station does not, in 
any of the ways assessed, contribute to the urban 
dynamism of Ferreirasdorp. It occupies the space of a 
void, for very few residents and people who work in the 
area ever come into physical contact with the building. 
It therefore holds no major memories or experiences 
for them, other than functioning as a vast backdrop to 
urban encounters. 
In activating the building, it is important to understand 
how it functions. This mapping process sought to 
analyse movement routes though the building, depict 
points of congestion or confusion and understand how 
the building is used spatially. Functionally problematic 
areas in this otherwise efficient building are mapped 
together.
m
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> The Johannesburg 
Central Police Station roof, 
looking west towards Fordsburg.
>> The Constitutional 
Court, Braamfontein  by Urban 
Solutions and  OMM Design 
Workshop
> The Women’s Gaol 
adjacent to the Constitutional 
Court by Kate Otten Architects. 
(kateottenarchitects.com)
> The Robben Island 
Museum competition, awarded to 
Mashabane Rose Architects, yet 
to be constructed. 
(www.mashabanerose.co.za)
9
> The JCPS tower block 
and the  M highway.
9
Design brief
Design brief
As the shadow of the Johannesburg Central Police 
Station grows and recedes, so does the shadow 
which engulfs all South Africans, apartheid. Troubled 
memories cast extensive shadows. It is thus important 
to acknowledge the recollections of a population 
through addressing the apartheid memory. Successful 
attempts have been made in reconstituting notorious 
spaces, Constitution Hill, the Women’s Gaol 
development, and the Robben Island competition (yet 
to be constructed) are laudable architectural examples.
Here, at the Johannesburg Central Police Station, a 
similar intervention is required, one which surgically 
rewires the modern experience of the building, whilst 
still paying cognisance to the building’s memory 
and troubled legacy. It is an intervention that might 
reconstitute the shadow, serving the police in their 
attempts to function more effectively and serving 
the public by providing it with new spaces and 
facilities. A hybrid police station is advocated, which is 
integrally rooted into the greater urban network, and 
environment.
It is problematic to turn the building into a museum, 
for, as Joe Noero states: “We should move beyond the 
museum’s present role as a giver of canonical truths 
and cultural authority, duping its visitors as manipulated 
and reified cultural cattle” (Findley 2005: 144). Instead 
the dark history of the building should be addressed 
through ownership, permeability and access.
The apartheid machine was removed from view at 
the John Vorster Police Station. Like most nefarious 
dealings, its cogs turned in the dark, in this case behind 
screens and painted windows. Today our police service 
is trying to shake off this association by being more 
transparent and more community oriented. I propose 
a shift in authority, an inversion of the panopticon, 
where the public looks inwards at the police station 
and its agents of control, instead of them looking out, 
where a new separate public system envelops the 
building, injecting those previously denied access and 
knowledge into the heart of the dying monster. Like 
light projected into a deep shadow.
The surgically inserted public system will operate 
separately from the functioning of the police station, 
so as not to compromise police work - for if the host 
of a new parasite dies, then so does its dependent 
organism.
The changed building should programmatically respond 
to the building’s history and memory, whilst at the same 
time increasing the public’s experience of the facility, 
and adding to the services it currently offers to the 
public.
Consideration should also be given to the building’s 
role in the larger urban environment. Here, insertions 
are to be made at specific points, determined by the 
92 - 9
> The fireworks 
display at the Chinese New Year 
celebrations.
9Design brief
mapping, to improve the urban experience, invigorating 
a street culture which already exists among the 
residents of Ferreirasdorp. It is also important, in the 
urban response, to formally connect the facility with the 
nearby law courts and the cultural hub of Newtown.
The urban brief is as follows:
1. The Inner City Regeneration Charter calls for a 
dynamic, liveable and safe urban environment (COJ 
2007: 4). The police station requires a surrounding 
urban environment which assists crime victims 
and station visitors in reaching the facility safely 
and comfortably. The community of Ferreirasdorp 
also calls for an improved, safer urban realm. It is 
therefore important to upgrade the spaces around 
the police station to accommodate a large movement 
of people and to generally function as a better urban 
environment.
2. The mapping process has determined various points 
of urban intervention; these are to be programmed to 
invigorate the area, creating a dynamic environment.
3. Connections are to be strengthened between the 
police station and the nearby courts; this includes the 
strengthening of a pedestrian link to Newtown.
4. Parking is to be provided for visitors to the area. This 
is a primary request of the police station.
5. The line of security of the police station should be 
set back to the line of the buildings, so as to widen the 
public space around the entire facility, transferring the 
many unkempt trees and gardens on its periphery into 
the public realm.
The architectural brief is as follows:
1. Insert a new public system into the JCPS, which 
engages with the building’s fabric, changing the face of 
the building, but not removing its recognisable features. 
The building should remain an icon, one which now 
trumpets a new police force and a societal evolution.
2. The intervention should provide new public functions 
in the building, or expand on existing ones. These 
should include a better functioning police/public 
interface space, a better public experience in the 
charge office, a new counselling and emotional trauma 
facility, an oral history records centre and a place for 
memory and recollection.
3. As part of the intervention, the public space at 
the foot of the police station should be opened up, 
unfenced, and made into a place of public celebration, 
gathering and leisure.
4. An architecture of responsiveness and adaptation, 
connection and hybridity is required
94
> Fluid urban form 
created by four intertwining 
trajectories of the public, the 
police, the law and memory.
> The four trajectories 
re-establish the urbanity of the 
police station, tying it to the 
landscape.
> A view of the 
envisaged form, a sports centre, 
as it stops, cantilevering out over 
the police sports facility to the 
west.
> A simplification of 
the fluid trajectories into a set 
of parallel planes, like railway 
tracks, each branching out and 
intersecting with the next.
9
> A view of the new 
public space established by the 
trajectories at the  foot of the 
police station. Planes fold out of 
the urban environment and into 
the building.
>> A connection from 
the sports facility across to 
the police station, under the 
highway.
> The urban slip way 
as designed into the  multiple 
trajectory system,  where 
pedestrians can move between 
the tower block and the northern 
administration buildings of the 
JCPS  to access the sports 
facility.
>> The forecourt of the 
JCPS as envisioned, with a 
prominent urban marker feature.
> A model of the four 
trajectories slipping through the 
police station.
9
Creative process
Design
The design process initially began with a small site 
study of Ferreirasdorp which brought common trends 
to the fore. The area has two court facilities, the 
Magistrates Court and the Family Court. Together 
with the JCPS, these formed a legal/policing precinct 
of sorts. There were also buildings of significance to 
the Ferreirasdorp community, namely Orient House 
and the Transvaal Chinese United Club, which offered 
the possibility of being connected with a public link 
terminating at the JCPS recreation facilities to the west 
of the highway in Fordsburg. These three elements 
and the history of the area pushed the creative process 
in the direction of establishing four urban trajectories, 
which cut across Ferreirasdorp uniting like functions, 
but also overlapping at interesting points in exciting 
and dynamic ways. The public trajectory could be 
made to run alongside the policing trajectory, ensuring 
the transparency of the police and a new equality in 
96
> The JCPS in relation 
to the urban conditions defined 
by the mapping process, 
with lines derived from the 
mapping process bordering or 
intersecting it.
>> The initial design 
of a public forecourt to the 
police station, with a raised, 
cantilevered form inserted onto 
the building’s face.
> A continued 
exploration of the urban 
environment at the foot of the 
police facility.
>> The dynamic urban 
environment envisaged is 
extended taking heed of greater 
urban thresholds and levels of 
intensity.
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> Points of architectural 
insertion are established in 
relation to the final map.
> Urban thresholds, 
formed by the insertions, 
are established across 
Ferreirasdorp.
> A model depicting 
the JCPS insertion and 
its connections to other 
interventions.
97Creative process
surveillance (this has been carried through to the final 
design). The JCPS sports facility seemed to provide 
an anchor for the whole urban network, pulling people 
through the police station, across the underside of the 
highway and into the new public park.
After the mapping process, the initial concept of 
four urban trajectories evolved into a set of precise 
interventions. As the fluidity of the multiple trajectory 
system could not be sustained in Ferreirasdorp (it 
would have required much larger flows of people), 
its ‘urban mesh’ was replaced by seven contained 
interventions with strong urban connections between 
them. This then created one large public trajectory 
across the study area, with seven architectural 
interventions at strategic points – these points of 
desired intensity have been explained in the mapping 
section. 
Both urban attempts negated the architecture of the 
police station by coming at it it from an entirely urban 
level. This approach, together with the late arrival of 
a police brief, prompted the expansion of one of the 
seven urban interventions, which is later described 
as the cloud, into an all-encompassing, parasitic 
architectural insertion, which extended the single urban 
public trajectory up into the police station.
The final set of insertions in the police station that were 
arrived at act in a similar way to the urban insertions 
derived from the mapping process. Both sets are 
surgically-placed strategic intensifiers which act like 
small dynamite sticks in a gold bearing reef.
The final set of urban interventions, connected by an 
upgraded public environment with visible threshold 
markers and connections to the courts and Newtown 
have become the soil which feeds the parasite’s roots 
as its branches twist, break and inhabit the police 
station. 
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> The architectural 
insertion at the  police station (A) 
which later evolves into the final 
architectural intervention.
>> The view east down 
Commissioner Street from the 
‘cloud like’ intervention at A.
> The insertions at 
D and E, where a public park 
is established above a multi-
storey, underground parking 
facility which formally relates 
to the architectural intervention 
across Commissioner Street, by 
connecting to it with an overhead 
beam - creating a threshold 
across the road.
>> The urban space 
envisaged at the foot of the 
police station.
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> This chart breaks 
apart each intervention into a 
set of programmes. The more 
dispersed the dots across the 
table, the better dispersed like 
functions are across the study 
site, increasing the need to move 
and connect between.
The lower chart assesses the 
formal connections between the 
insertions. Here again, the  more 
dispersed the dots are across 
the table, the better for the 
greater environment.
>> The urban insertions 
as a formal single system 
intersecting with the JCPS.
> The seven urban 
interventions, surgically 
implanted into Ferreirasdorp.
99Creative process
00
> A section through 
the ‘memory’ component of the 
design intervention, also known 
as The Beacon, as experienced 
on the tenth floor.
> The ramps and 
cantilevering structure of The 
Cloud.
> A possible skin for 
The Cloud: a secondary layer of 
protection and translucency.
>> An experimental 
plan of the new police station 
entrance, a form which breaks 
into the existing foyer.
> The entire
     architectural intervention and 
system at A.
0
> The envisaged urban 
experience down Alexander 
Road as it passes the cell block. 
A vibrant street trade would 
realign the currently problematic 
street face of the building.
>> The new public space 
under the highway - a  proposal 
for a safe, well lit environment 
for parking and accessing the 
old police recreation facilities.
>>> A series of thresholds 
are created between light poles 
for the celebration of an event or 
party.
> The urban 
intervention at D and E, 
both facilities uniting over 
Commissioner Street, creating 
the second major spatial 
threshold.
> A view of the public 
square at the same point of 
development as the system on 
page 99.
0Creative process
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> A series of views from 
within the movement trajectory.
(Chaslin  2004)
>> The movement 
trajectory unwound into a linear 
route.
>>> Sketches of key 
moments along the trajectory, 
namely the  entrance, the 
mulitpurpose hall, the skybox 
and a point at which the 
trajectory is revealed on the 
outside of the cubic building.
>>>> Corner detail of the 
main embassy building.
0
> Bridges crossing a 
vehicle entrance connecting the 
main embassy building to the 
outer perimeter building.
0Dutch Embassy 
Precedent Study
Dutch Embassy, Berlin
OMA
by forcefully celebrating a framed view of the 
Alexanderplatz tower, and cantilevering out over the 
street (Chaslin 2004: 37).
Three dimensional volumes have been created in this 
building through the necessity of functional rooms and 
their ‘not so routine’ access system. The whole building 
seems to have existed initially as a cube in an L-
shaped frame (Brensing 2004: 45). Parts of the building 
were removed, some extruded and others became 
translucent so as to create dynamic, physical volumes 
and tight constrained tunnels which push and play with 
the body as the trajectory squirms through space.
Primary to the creation of these irregular, dramatic 
spaces is OMA’s careful attention to the human 
senses. The building’s architectonics change as one 
experiences the space. Large volumes have heavier 
ceilings and confined volumes are completely lit, with 
glass panels dissolving the barriers between inside and 
out. The trajectory is a simply treated space in many 
aspects, as it is often completely white, offset with 
panes of glass and thin, coloured lights slicing walls. 
The finishes are smooth and glossy, so the interior 
seems to glow as it reflects sunlight inwards. Often 
volumes are created as layers of movement overlap, 
bridging over one another, leaving one with visual 
contact only between crossing spaces.
The embassy exists as a series of functional events 
along a movement string wound and twisted into a 
cubic form. A single movement and services system 
consumes and parts space almost as a dynamic 
extension of the surrounding cityscape, an interior 
landscape.
Space in the Dutch Embassy, Berlin, exists as 
a complex interwoven system of movement and 
programme. The building out rightly rejects the notion 
of an access or services core, instead, employs the 
idea of the trajectory. A bold corridor of movement and 
services which carves its way through the multiple 
levels and rooms of the embassy divides, combines 
and offsets space.
OMA used the trajectory as an ordering device, an 
activator. Centring all movement through the building 
on a continuous, fluid passage serves to create an 
intrinsic system which invigorates the building through 
its use, functioning essentially as a major artery. The 
materiality of the building responds directly to the 
trajectory, as large exterior glass panes conceal or 
expose the complex movement system. The trajectory 
also responds directly to its urban environment 
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>  A surgical insertion.
0
> The points of intensity 
included on the final mapping 
outcome overlaid onto the points 
of urban intervention.
> A table depicting the 
functions and areas of each 
urban intervention zone, as well 
as the common themes they 
share. The more scattered the 
dots, the better programmatically 
diverse each zone is.
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Design
Design concepts
The design essentially comprises two connected parts, 
an urban response with seven points of intervention, 
and an architectural elaboration of one of the urban 
interventions, intervention A,  at the JCPS. 
The points of insertion in the urban intervention relate 
to the points of required intensity established through 
the urban mapping process.
The architectural intervention is divided 
programmatically into ten constituent parts, each with 
its own identity and conceptual significance. All the 
parts of the JCPS intervention combine cohesively into 
a public trajectory which extends the linkages created 
in the urban plan into the police station.
06
> The urban 
interventions are demarcated 
in yellow, each is labeled with a 
letter.
>> The orange fields 
represent the formal connections 
between the urban interventions 
and important aspects of the 
area.
> The dotted lines 
represent the urban thresholds 
created by the formal 
connections between the 
interventions.
>> The red zones depict 
areas of anticipated densification 
as a result of the urban 
intervention.
07
> The redesign of the 
underside of the highway. Strip 
lights illuminate Henri Nxumalo 
Street below which has been 
given new parking bays.
> The approach from 
Newtown towards the JCPS. 
Note the new security line set 
back against the police station.
>> A  streetlight design 
which facilitates pedestrian and 
vehicular requirements. It also 
has bars designed into it for 
the draping of banners or rope 
lights.
07
Urban intervention
Urban system
The urban intervention builds on the seven 
interventions described in the Creative Process chapter 
by inserting them into Ferreirasdorp and strengthening 
the urban links between them. Each intervention is 
described further on in this chapter.
The links between the interventions are created 
through formal urban upgrades. These include, new 
pedestrian crossings, additional traffic lights and 
traffic calmers installed in areas of anticipated high 
pedestrian movement, to enhance the pedestrian 
experience and make it safer.
New pedestrian and motor vehicle streetlights are 
installed at regular intervals across the site, intensifying 
in number in areas where more people are expected to 
gather, such as in the public square designed to front 
the JCPS (The Arena) which is anticipated to become a 
valuable community asset, reinforcing the relationship 
between public space and public service. Streetlights 
will be positioned in a grid across the site, facilitating 
the tying of banners or erection of lights between them 
for celebrations and protests.
The underside of the M1, Henri Nxumalo Street, will 
be calmed in the area adjacent to the police station. 
Parking will be integrated into the pavements here, and 
dynamic strip lighting will be installed on the underside 
of the highway to ensure a safer environment for visitor 
parking.
As in the architectural intervention, round forms 
facilitate public rest and recuperation. Circular benches 
are installed throughout the site to create points for 
conversation or contemplation.
The unused, densely planted space on the periphery 
of the police station will be transferred into the public 
realm by stepping back the police station’s boundary 
line against the walls of the facility. A new ground level 
appliqué of polycarbonate sheeting and concealed 
lighting on a steel frame will re-establish the smaller 
security perimeter, and add to the public experience 
around the facility.
The entire urban system draws on existing conditions 
– not altering them too drastically, but rather seeking 
out opportunities for modification and insertion. This 
is a more sustainable approach to urban design, 
essentially amounting to urban infill and reuse.
The entire urban system created here is expected to 
expand formally and informally as a web or network 
of insertion points with new, changing connections 
between them.
intervention
08
> The greater urban 
plan, depicting all seven 
insertions and the urban links 
between them.
09Urban intervention
0 - 
> The urban 
interventions.
Urban intervention
2
> The urban 
interventions.

> The architectural 
interventions at A, and the public 
trajectory connecting them. Parts 
of the existing police station 
have been removed for clarity.
Urban system
4
> View east down 
Commissioner Street, with the 
park to the left.

> View west down 
Commissioner Street towards 
the police station. Note the 
dominant cloud and the arena. 

Architectural intervention
The sorting room
The architectural intervention is a developed version of 
the insertion at A, as described in the previous chapter. 
It exists as a series of surgical interventions made 
to the JCPS all which combine to form a continuous 
public trajectory. 
The trajectory begins at the new entrance to the police 
station, and moves upwards along a series of ramps 
and facilities into the cloud, up to the tenth floor and 
down to the aviary and the public square below. The 
singular public route is not unidirectional nor does it 
dictate a sequence, as many public facilities will be 
directly accessed. Those interested in exploring the 
entire intervention will explore its entire length. Points 
of meeting between the public and the police occur 
mainly at reception desks (coloured yellow). This 
interface is seen as an equal mediator between the 
two.
Architectural 
intervention
6
> Looking up, out of the 
sorting room at the park above.
> The public / police 
interface point within the sorting 
room. Note the ramp up to the 
park and the cloud.
7
The sorting room
The sorting room
The new front door to the police station, this facility 
smashes through the previous administrative entrance 
and foyer. It replaces the disconnected charge office as 
a new public / police forum.   
The public entrance is raised off the ground on a 
plinth to give the public a sense of importance and 
validity when entering the facility. In contrast with 
many traditional institutional entrances, this should not 
intimidate but rather suggest that a public presence is 
integral to the new arrangement. The new entryway 
gradually disintegrates as it breaks into the old foyer, 
announcing the arrival of a new system, like the root 
of a fig tree cracking through a ruin. Three spatial 
layers are crossed between the rotating front door and 
the back of the hall, one of serious entry, a second 
of destabilisation and a third of regular order. Upon 
entering, the visitor ascends a few steps into an offset 
glass cube; here he is assisted by a receptionist and 
‘sorted’. Should the visitor wish to report a crime he 
would move forward into the light glass building to a 
pediment where a grid of nine desks manned by police 
officers confronts him. The relationship between the 
police and public is mediated here on an equal level - 
two individuals talk across a desk. If the visitor requires 
trauma counselling or would like to access a public 
function, he can ascend through the building either 
via the park (a set of landscaped ramps) or a lift at the 
back of the hall.  
equality gravitas importance judgement order orientation reinterpretation 
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8
> Ground floor plan of 
the architectural interventions 
inserted into the police station. 
Note the sorting room and the 
bunker.
9
> Dancing at the 
Chinese New Year celebrations.
9Architectural intervention
20
> The urban space 
beneath the park, and the series 
of landscaped ramps which take 
visitors up to the bank and the 
cloud.
2
The park
The park
The park emerges from the sorting room as a 
landscape of ramps which serves as the main access 
to the bank and the cloud. Visitors ascend its many 
levels along the face of the glass tower block of 
the JCPS, either facing the roaring highway or the 
expansive view down Commissioner Street. They are 
able to meander through tall support columns, rest on 
integrated benches and peer into the inner workings 
of the police service. This intervention is calming, 
multisensory and charged. 
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22
> The bank in plan, 
inserted into the second floor of 
the south tower block.
2
The bank
The bank
The bank is a repository for visitors’ memories and 
recollections of apartheid and of the building, as well 
as a place for modern-day experiences to be shared, 
in the shadow of apartheid. This oral history facility will 
maintain an archive of filmed and recorded narratives. 
Here memory is stored, invested and shared. Visitors’ 
memories and experiences are recorded in round, 
acoustically-sound, translucent barrels. A large 
recording facility and digital servers facilitate the 
archive.
access deposit lesson voices pain recollection relief memory safe story
24
> The interior of the 
cloud, looking south between the 
counselling ‘bubbles’.
> The entrance into the 
cloud from the park.
2
The cloud
The cloud
Above the public square, between the fourth and 
fifth floors of the police station’s south tower block, 
cantilevering outwards above a public square is the 
cloud. A bold, highly visible architectural insertion, 
lifted off the ground so as to maximise the public 
space below, it rises out of the shadow of the police 
station, adding its own shadow – one of healing and 
contentment. It visibly defaces the police station, 
literally placing the curative process before its form 
and its dark associations. It holds the principle views of 
the street and city, placing the panopticon gaze in the 
hands of the public.  
The cloud is accessed from the bank as a ramp 
intercepts its underbelly. The visitor thus ascends into 
it. A heavy steel truss system supports the cantilever, 
and the light architectural elements within. Various 
‘bubbles’ form the counselling rooms, each sized 
differently to support group therapy, self-help groups, 
families, couples and individuals. These rooms rotate 
open and embrace trauma victims, holding them safety 
in a neutral void. The barrels can be rotated to face 
each other to create larger counselling spaces for 
entire communities.   
The cloud also houses physical and intense trauma 
sections which provide medical and private facilities for 
victims – including two overnight rooms. The insertion, 
with its reactive ETFE skin feeds back information to 
the community below in the form of words, images or 
colours. The overall interior experience is a calming 
one of ethereality, translucency, light and air, while 
the outside serves as a translucent, active display, 
invigorating Ferreirasdorp.    
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26
> Fifth floor plan of 
the architectural interventions 
inserted into the police station. 
Note the cloud, the cliff, the 
warren and the aviary.
> Fourth floor plan 
of the suite of offices which 
support the functions of the 
cloud and house a children’s 
therapy centre.
27
> Dancing at the 
Chinese New Years celebrations.
27Architectural intervention
28
> View northwards of 
the ramps which make up the 
cliff, taken from the south tower 
block.
29
The cliff
The cliff
Ascending upwards from the cloud a second, longer, 
series of ramps slices through the confined, outdoor 
space between the highway, the south tower and the 
north admin block. This uneasy, spatially precarious 
insertion is also an active exhibit on the building’s 
past and present. Visitors pass office windows, in a 
wedge of movement upwards. Visitors also become a 
spectacle from the highway, as the human inhabitation 
of the police station is celebrated. Motorists therefore 
observe the station’s inner workings indirectly because 
a visitor on the ramps does.
drama length information movement sheerness stress encompassment 
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0
> Inside the external 
exhibition strip which looks into 
the police station’s windows, 
looking west.
> The tenth floor plan. 
Note the beacon and the cliff.

> The roof of the 
beacon.

The beacon
The beacon
The cliff culminates in a lightbox at the top of the 
building, a beacon to memory, a pulsing form visible 
across the city. Ramps pierce through the tenth floor, 
literally forcing the public in. They are greeted with a 
small audio-visual projection space set in the darkened 
corridor of this floor of notorious violence. Visitors can 
then exit the floor into an externally attached box from 
which they are able to look back into its windows, those 
of the secret police’s offices, inside which extracts 
from the bank’s archives play continuously. Memory is 
used to enlighten, rather than to teach as in a didactic 
museum model. 
audio charge cleansing memory warning 
Urban system
2
> Red Location Museum 
interior. (pressbox.co.uk)
>> Modeled section 
through a memory box. 
(Findley 200: 49)
> Light study for the 
main gallery. (Findley 200: 49)
> The unassigned, 
vertical, corrugated iron-clad 
space between memory boxes.
Red Location Museum
Precedent Study
Red Location Museum, 
New Brighton
Noero Wolff Architects
industrial structure (Findley 2005: 141). A large saw 
tooth warehouse was designed to hold the building’s 
collection – 12 large ‘memory boxes’. Towering core-
ten clad boxes, lit only by natural light from above, 
arranged in a grid-like pattern, are accessible only 
through each box’s door, with no visual transparency 
(Findley 2005: 146).
The boxes which exist as shells for memory were 
influenced by the cases used by migrant labourers to 
carry their memories in (Findley 2005: 141). These 12 
forms contain multiple viewpoints, experiences and 
memories of apartheid. The narrative of the individual, 
her recollection, experience and witness is shared with 
the museum’s visitors. Real, multifaceted histories, 
if not entirely factually sound, give apartheid a face, 
as it reminds us that it was not just a grand political 
regime but a local and precise denial of the individual 
- the blatant control of a person and her personality, 
education and thoughts. 
The space between the memory boxes is understood 
by Joe Noero to represent the daily experience of 
apartheid, the normalcy around masked acts of 
violence and dehumanisation (Findley 2005: 147). 
One is also aware of the unknown, the power of 
masked boxes. What is really happening inside? Do I 
want to enter? What is my experience or memory? The 
power of the museum is that it is living; the exhibitions 
within the boxes are light and easily changed, as the 
building continues to document living experiences. 
Apartheid in reality continues to exist within those who 
lived through it, and as long as they live so does the 
story, and as they change so the storey changes too, 
“...the present frames any memory...” (Findley 2005: 
145).
It is in this vein that the Johannesburg Central Police 
Station has to remember. It exists as a memory 
box, and only now through minimal interviews and 
Memory cannot be cast in stone. Museums globally 
are quick to reduce complex experience, fact and 
recollections into static single narratives, a single string 
along which everything happened. Recent memory, 
and thus that affecting South Africa in its post-apartheid 
state, should not be recounted in the single story form. 
It still exists in the multiple, varied experiences of many 
South Africans very alive today. It is for this reason 
that Noero Wolff felt they completely lacked global 
precedents in designing the Red Location Museum at 
New Brighton in the Eastern Cape (Findley 2005: 144).
The building denies most historical museum examples 
on many levels. It rejects the weighty dominance 
afforded so many large museum structures by 
responding to its local site and the informal materials 
gathered by many surrounding shack dwellers, and 
borrowing a similar aesthetic to protect its semi-
disclosures of information are visitors gaining access. 
The outing of the individual’s experience has the 
greatest power in destabilising the building’s apartheid 
foundations. For as I have mentioned previously 
knowledge supports power and the power of knowing 
should be in the hands of the greater community. It 
has the ability to heal and educate when shared, and it 
exists in all of us.
4
> Looking eastward at 
the warren from the fifth floor of 
the south tower block.
> Crossing through the 
warren between police offices.

The warren
The warren
Visitors can then descend into a large slice in the 
building cutting through six floors, which is open to 
and visible from the tenth floor. This insertion divides 
a portion of the building in two, forcing an outdoor link 
between the halves. The cavity holds round bubble-
like police meeting rooms, floating in the void, and a 
staircase which continues the public trajectory through, 
but refuses verbal or physical access by the public 
to the  station’s workings. The interior walls of the 
cut-out are clad in the curtain walling removed from 
the north and south facades in order to make the void. 
The public staircase culminates in a large translucent 
bubble which acts as a pause space.
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> The eastern façade of 
the south potion of the aviary.
> Looking north from 
within the aviary.
7
The aviary
The aviary
An aviary is inserted into a three-storey portion of the 
east administration building. An outdoor ramp connects 
this insertion to the warren. The Transvaal Chinese 
Association will relocate here as it is removed from its 
original site in the urban intervention, invigorating the 
police station with a purely public function. The birds 
are therapeutic and healing, but they are still caged. 
Their presence adds a sound and visual delight to the 
multisensory insertion, lightening the sombre shadow 
and the din of the freeway through natural song. They 
represent a dichotomy inherent in the modern police 
station, literally free from the small cage of apartheid, 
but still trapped in its legacy. 
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8
> The public trajectory 
inside the bunker looking south.
9
The bunker
The bunker
The existing charge office is strengthened and bulked 
up by a strong urban wall, opening up the charge 
office’s area while protecting the public from the harder 
side of policing. The new walk-in charge office / cell 
block reception holds comfortable, rounded seating in 
clusters in contrast with the benches which currently 
exist here. The office constitutes a solid which stands 
in opposition to the voids created in the building’s 
face. Here visitors come to visit detained relatives. The 
bunker connects with a translucent lift to the aviary 
above, and forms the final physical intervention in the 
building. 
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40
> The arena at night 
illuminated by the changing 
façades of the cloud.
4
The arena
The arena
This is the external public square which connects the 
bunker and Ferreirasdorp to the sorting room and thus 
the entire police station. A new place of communal 
celebration, demonstration and leisure, it creates a 
formal entrance and line of light to the sorting room. 
Banners can be strung between the specifically 
designed street lights for celebrations like Chinese New 
Year. The arena is a vibrant urban space, with round, 
communal seating.  
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42
> South - north section 
(B:B) through the police station 
cut through the aviary.
4
> Detail section A:A cut 
through the cloud.
> Roof plan.
4
Final intervention
Architectural 
intervention
44 - 4
> South elevation.
4Architectural intervention
46 - 47
> The  changing LCD 
fitted, ETFE façades of the cloud.
47Architectural intervention
48
> Chinese  New Year 
celebrations as viewed from the 
cloud.
49Architectural intervention
0
:    The design model.
> Standard city grid.
>> Like functions are 
connected.
>>> Points of intense 
overlap are simplified into bars.
> Points desiring 
further functional intensity are 
identified.
>> Diverse architectural 
insertions are made at these 
points.
>>> Formal connections 
are established between the 
insertions.
> The system expands 
tentacularly.
>> Further connections 
are created as the web grows.
>>> The system begins 
to entwine with other expanding 
systems.
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Design model
Design developmentmodel
In analysing the Johannesburg Central Police Station, 
one of Africa’s largest policing complexes, in a post-
apartheid, community-oriented policing context, it is 
useful to draw conclusions from the design process 
that could be more broadly applied. This attempt 
serves to create two models one for design and one for 
police stations in general. The latter has been included 
in response to a request, late into my research, from 
the office of the Gauteng Provincial Commission.
Design models replace the linear, diagram-centred 
design approach with an input/output-based parametric 
system. The model exists as a design programme, 
a network of options and results, which essentially 
produces different architectural products according to 
the different site-based and programmatic needs of the 
project. The model is a logical step in design evolution, 
as an advancement in technology allows the architect 
or designer to combine similar projects or experiences 
into a set of decisions. The model is therefore a 
culmination of experiences, created to employ the 
best solutions suited to the inputted requirements. 
Reference in this section is predominantly made to UN 
Studio and its principles, Ben van Berkel and Caroline 
Bos, as their research into design models is particularly 
advanced and well considered.
“We see design models as packages of organisational 
or compositional principles, supplemented by 
constructional parameters. The design model does 
not include site-specific information; it exists at a mere 
abstract level and may be implemented in various 
situations and projects...” (Van Berkel and Bos 2006: 
18) 
Van Berkel and Bos advocate the design model, for 
it ensures a site- and programme-specific response, 
an architecture called for in this document. It defies 
the object-based mass so common in ‘starchitecture’ 
today, and embraces a systematic response. No two 
projects when inserted into the same model will be the 
same, for no two projects are exactly the same. The 
model therefore negates a blanket approach in similar 
projects common in architecture today, where cut and 
paste has become too easy. It ensures an idiosyncratic 
response. 
“Digital design labs all over the world spew out an 
interminable stream of inchoate compositions in the 
form of hectically curvy spaghetti, impenetrable blobs 
and, as a last resort, dune-like shapes that result from 
morphing those blobs back into spaghetti. It makes no 
difference if the subject of the parametric design study 
is a museum... or a private residence, nor if it is to be 
situated on a beach... or in a post-industrial periphery... 
This is the Beaux Arts all over again.” (Van Berkel and 
Bos 2006: 14)
In this addition to the document, I have attempted 
to reconfigure a linear design process into a small 
experimental model for similar projects. Models 
are usually developed after years of collecting and 
cataloguing like projects and experiences, so this 
attempt offers merely a step in the direction of the 
formation of a model.
“These design models often take the form of a manual, 
illustrated by organograms and containing checklists 
that enable the designer to structure his process.” (Van 
Berkel and Bos 2006: 17)
2
> The hybrid police 
station model.

Police station model
Design developmentPolice station model
 This model exists as the result of a request from the 
Gauteng Provincial Commission for universal design 
principles which could be applied mainly to smaller 
South African police stations with smaller budgets 
than the JCPS. The majority of these facilities were 
built under a regime which ignored its community 
responsibilities to the majority of the population, 
choosing to function as an authoritative force. 
Many police stations therefore have problematic 
public faces and police/public thresholds, and the 
suggestions below relate predominantly to this aspect. 
If police stations are seen as offering a service to the 
community, the community member should accordingly 
be perceived as a client, and should therefore be 
treated  as he would in a commercial service setting. 
Charge offices, or client service centres as they have 
become known, need to be designed with maximum 
space, air and translucency. The police should be 
able to be seen  doing their jobs, and through greater 
transparency, the  client can  then evaluate the relative 
functioning of the service. As in the Weil Arets Vaals 
Regional Police Station case study, lines of sight within 
a station can be controlled. Rooms holding sensitive 
information can have walls of frosted glass, so light and 
shadow read through, but clear vision is blocked.
Likewise it is desirable for the client to be received 
into the police station in an inviting way with adequate 
individual seating. Police members manning front 
desks could be plain clothed with name tags to 
distinguish their rank in order to diminish the immediate 
disconnect and power imbalance between the officer 
and the client. A model whereby clients meet police 
officers to discuss their issues at separate desks, 
in a large open space, is preferable to a long line of 
dividers along one continuous counter. This ensures a 
balance between discussing private matters in private, 
and disappearing sinisterly behind closed doors with a 
policeman.
Visitors to the police station are varied, and it is 
important that the line between detainees and public 
victims or other clients is never crossed. These two 
groups should not have to use the same entrances or 
the same offices.
Equally, the victim of trauma should be provided with a 
private space, in a preferably well lit, uncluttered, clean 
and professional environment to report his experiences. 
The victim should then be able to receive counselling 
from a paid full-time counsellor in the facility, in a 
private, comfortable room, and should be given the 
option to return and continue with the counselling. This 
service should also be made available to police service 
members.
In changing the perception of the police, it is important 
for police stations to become community nexuses, 
places which hold community support functions, such 
as training/ teaching rooms, group therapy areas and 
community offices. This cross programming brings the 
public into direct contact with the station positively, 
and establishes relationships with police officers. The 
community thus feels less threatened when reporting a 
crime, and the traditional role of the police station as a 
public centre is re-established.       
A cohesive identity in signage, furnishings and finishes 
across many police stations will strengthen the 
service’s image, creating a sense of a modernised, 
functioning, collective unit. Printed A4 signs and 
tatty notice boards should not be tolerated, for they 
add to the perception of the police as disorderly and 
incohesive.  
These relatively minor adaptions, cohesively 
implemented, could drastically improve the police 
experience. Better environments equate with better 
satisfied clients, which in turn lead to a collective 
comfort in the reporting of crimes and a better 
functioning police service.
4
> The warren in the 
physical model.
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